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 This project engages in a philosophy of communication approach in order to understand 
the role of social media influencer marketing within a historical moment defined via Hannah 
Arendt’s understanding of the social. Social media influencer marketing emerges as a new form 
of celebrity endorsement in which those finding fame on the Internet engage in word-of-mouth 
marketing for brands and organizations on their own personal social media pages, blurring the 
line between organic and sponsored content. According to Arnett (2010), philosophy of 
communication acts as a background road map for understanding foreground public action. 
Utilizing a myriad of metaphorical coordinates as part of a philosophy of communication road 
map of understanding that includes Christopher Lasch’s narcissistic culture, Marshall 
McLuhan’s global village, Daniel Boorstin’s human pseudo-event, Jacques Ellul’s propaganda, 




relationships, I consider the consequences of Arendt’s social condition consisting of a blur 
between private and public spheres in hyper-form as they appear through social media influencer 
marketing. These scholars do not specifically make connection with Arendt in these works, but I 
argue that their major metaphors about the Western world provide rhetorical touchstones that 
explicate the consequences of the social condition. The project ends with a reflection of these 
major metaphorical coordinates in relation to three major case studies for social media influencer 
marketing surrounding Audible, BetterHelp, and Fyre Festival, drawing implications and 
conclusions for this integrated marketing communication approach in an era entrenched within 
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Chapter One—Understanding Social Media Influencer Marketing in a Social Age 
Introduction 
In Contagious: Why Things Catch On, Jonah Berger (2013) suggests the actuality of 
going viral within the online space is not as lucrative to marketing professionals as they may 
think. He states: “From start-ups to starlets, people have embraced social media as the wave of 
the future…but there are two issues with this approach: the focus and the execution” (Berger, 
2013, p. 10). Berger goes on to state that while marketing professionals are hyper-focused on 
content sharing, only seven percent of word-of-mouth marketing exchanges happen online. 
Further, Berger states that social media like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram are “technologies, 
not strategies…just putting up a Facebook page or tweeting doesn’t mean anyone will notice or 
spread the word” (p. 11). This sentiment serves as an updated echo for Jim Collins’s (2001) 
Good to Great, where he emphasizes one of the major keys of creating and sustaining a great 
organization is utilizing technology in a way that fits with the mission and purpose of the 
company.  
Rather than adopting the newest technology of the times for the sake of remaining 
current, successful companies ensure that a communication technology will truly benefit 
themselves and their stakeholders before implementing a new system or addition to their 
operations (Collins, 2001). Collins (2001) maintains that technology should act as an accelerator 
of an already successful venture rather than the primary driver. In other words, technology 
should work as an addition to an already substantial communication plan. In this historical 
moment, social media acts as an increasingly powerful force for organizations to engage their 
stakeholders on a two-way, interpersonal level that is subject to the misuse that Berger (2013) 




Within social media outlets such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and blogs, internal and 
external stakeholders of companies engage in dialogue with one another about the organizations 
they share in common, as well as converse with the companies themselves (Colleoni, 2013). An 
important caveat that social media provides to integrated marketing communication practitioners 
is the ability to collaborate easily with popular stakeholders, known as social media influencers, 
in order to promote products and institutions on a more personal, targeted scale than what 
traditional advertising affords. Social media influencers (or SMIs), considered “microcelebrities 
who document their everyday lives from the trivial to the mundane, to exciting snippets of the 
exclusive opportunities in their line of work,” come in various forms including musicians, 
lifestyle bloggers, YouTubers, fashion enthusiasts, fitness experts, and friends of celebrities 
(Dhanesh & Duthler, 2019, p. 3). The power of social media influencers lies in their ability to 
communicate their daily lives in a visually appealing manner that encourages others to mirror 
their aesthetic choices. 
Social media influencers communicate with their fans, also considered “followers,” 
through various social media channels, including Instagram, YouTube, Twitter, Snapchat, 
Facebook, and others, while sharing snippets of their daily lives for their supporters to look up to 
and emulate. SMIs have made their social media profiles their careers in the form of social media 
influencer marketing, relying on sponsorships and paid promotions of products and services for 
their primary income. A major component of a social media influencer’s marketability has to do 
with parasocial interactions with their followers. According to De Veirman, Cauberghe, and 
Hudders (2017), “influencers are believed to be accessible, believable, intimate and thus easy to 
relate to as they share the personal, usually publically inaccessible aspects of their life” (p. 801). 




façade of face-to-face communication that “makes consumers more susceptible to their opinions 
and behavior” (De Veirman, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017, p. 801). This illusion of interpersonal 
communication is based within a culture of narcissism, described by Christopher Lasch (1934–
1992) as an era in which persons focus on personal pursuits, looking to notions of self-care and 
pleasure above all else to fill the void left by institutional abandonment (1979/1991; 1985). As a 
result, a minimal self emerges where one looks to the marketplace to develop a certain accepted 
image.  
While not stated within the corpus of his work, Lasch’s understanding of narcissistic 
culture finds relation with Hannah Arendt’s (1906–1975) scholarship surrounding the social. For 
Arendt (1958/1998), the social is a condition in which the public and private realms blur 
together, leaving persons with nowhere to hide. The social uproots all deep connections one 
holds, including institutional foundations, and twists them into currency for social acclaim 
(Pitkin, 1998). Lasch’s understanding of narcissistic culture is representative of the social 
condition in action.  
Lasch (1985) states that “a culture organized around mass consumption encourages 
narcissism…not because it makes people grasping and self-assertive but because it makes them 
weak and dependent” (p. 33). This dependency encourages overt narcissism as a coping 
mechanism, resulting in the cultivation of a fictitious realm of mirrors to survive. Social media 
influencers profit from this narcissistic culture, acting as opinion leaders for consumption, 
promoting the most acceptable “mirrors” to build up one’s ego with for a set price. When social 
media influencers conduct genuine research about the potential product being promoted and 
agrees that their followers would benefit from its usage, this narcissistic mode of being results in 




of getting paid rather than believing in it, narcissistic mirroring damages consumers, who feels as 
though these microcelebrities are their trusted friends and would not lead them astray. Because 
of this, social media influencers and their relationship with their followers and the brands they 
represent require further inquiry. This project explores such a relationship within this age of 
postmodernity, representative of a social world. It asks the question concerning who is 
responsible when consumers are led to believe the claims of someone thought to be dependable, 
only to be let down by the product or service consumed. This chapter supplies introductory 
entrance into this question for a postmodern age. 
Jean-Francois Lyotard (1979/1984) provides the term postmodernity in opposition to a 
metanarrative understanding of the world that insists upon conformity and universalism. Lyotard 
(1979/1984) states that metanarratives seek to impose a universal ontology upon those living 
within a particular historical moment. However, with the advancements of technology and the 
increase of speed of communication across time and space, these metanarratives could no longer 
hold, giving way to a more pluralistic landscape. This performative landscape consists of petite 
narratives that clash and compete with one another, bringing about an era of narrative and virtue 
contention (MacIntyre, 1981; Arnett, Fritz, & Bell, 2018). In a postmodern world, no single 
narrative or understanding of the world reigns: all historical eras are co-present (Eco, 2005). For 
the purposes of this project, I turn to Ronald C. Arnett and Pat Arneson (1999), who define 
narratives as stories that have corporate agreement within a group of people, which influence that 
group’s practices. Narratives are essential for understanding the notion of the social in a 
postmodern age where there is no single dominating foundation for all.  
Overall, in a postmodern moment in which all historical eras are co-present, one needs to 




conceptual maps we live within. In this current historical moment, the conceptual map of the 
West situates itself in therapeutic and individualistic understandings of the world, ignoring 
narrative ground. A narrative understanding of selfhood calls for a more reflective understanding 
of the ground or grounds one situates oneself within, as well as a recognition of the Other’s 
ground (Arnett & Arneson, 1999). An individualistic understanding of the world does not take 
into account the narratives one finds themselves situated within, with individuals looking inward 
for meaning as they attempt to stand above all social restraints (Arnett & Arneson, 1999). Social 
media influencer marketing finds its home within this era of narcissistic and therapeutic culture, 
calling for further understanding of this conceptual background.  
This project utilizes a philosophy of communication approach to understanding the rise of 
the social media influencer, with this chapter providing brief introduction for some of the major 
concepts discussed. Philosophy of communication, as described by Arnett (2010), acts as a road 
map for understanding public action. This roadmap emerges in storied form, within which 
multiple human actors with competing dramas exist, allowing for a test of public opinion and 
action. According to Arnett (2010), “philosophy of communication works for understanding and 
illuminates temporal meaning with a warning offered to the Other and oneself—think, question, 
and talk about the conceptual map or blueprint with full knowledge it will and should change” 
(p. 62). For this project, the conceptual roadmap for understanding social media influencer 
marketing is drawn following the contours of thought traced by Arendt, Lasch, and Marshall 
McLuhan (1911–1980) in order to form a coherent understanding of the social world for the 21st 
century.  
This chapter proceeds in four major sections. First, “Narcissism in a Social World: The 




(1958/1998) as the blurring of the public and private, as it relates to Lasch’s concern with 
narcissism in postmodernity. This section provides a foundation for understanding the historical 
moment from which social media arose. Second, “Understanding Social Media: A McLuhan 
Perspective” looks to media ecology as a reflective avenue for understanding social media’s 
influence on human communication. Social media serves as the hyper-version of Arendt and 
Lasch’s critique of our social world. Third, “Social Media Influencer Marketing: An Overview” 
provides a literature review of influencer marketing in the communication discipline, describing 
how, with influencer communication, the line between consumption and private life become 
blurred, causing ethical issues to emerge for integrated marketing communication. Finally, “The 
Banality of the Social: Hannah Arendt and Social Media Influencer Marketing” considers the 
implications of influencer marketing in a narcissistic world where the private is public, turning 
back to Arendt’s scholarship as a hermeneutic touchstone for meaning. This chapter serves as a 
brief entrance into the larger corpus of this project by providing major terms and concepts that 
undergird this work.  
Narcissism in a Social World: The Plight of Postmodernity 
As previously stated, postmodernity is not a historical era in itself, but is constituted as a 
moment where all historical eras are co-present with one another. Although postmodernity does 
not exist in a linear fashion, this notion becomes more apparent in the middle of the 20 th century, 
where the social begins to rise, calling to its importance for understanding our current historical 
moment within which the social media influencer emerges. Postmodernity becomes 
contextualized for communication and rhetorical studies by Arnett and Pat Arneson’s (1999) 




In the text, Arnett and Arneson (1999) discuss a moment of metanarrative collapse 
following World War II, where the modern ideals of efficiency, progress, and individual 
autonomy come into question most prevalently with the dropping of the atomic bomb in the 
1940s. As a result, individuals became fragmented as they attempted to pick up the pieces, 
defaulting to petite narratives consisting of stories with corporate agreement that influence 
practices in order to live their lives (Arnett & Arneson, 1999). Postmodernity, in this light, acts 
as an era of narrative and virtue contention, with competing narratives continually in conflict 
with one another. Arnett and Arneson (1999) make clear that not everyone in postmodernity 
understands the importance of petite narratives for grounding themselves, juxtaposing this way 
of seeing the world with individualistic and therapeutic notions of selfhood. They cite 
individualism as the attempt to stand above all social restraints, amplified within a therapeutic 
culture (Arnett & Arneson, 1999).  
According to Arnett and Arneson (1999), an individualistic, therapeutic-centered self 
claims that they make their own futures, unaffected by the communities and people they reside 
with for better or for worse. Bolstered by the insights of Carl Rogers and Abraham Maslow, 
Arnett and Arneson (1999) note that those who find appeal in the therapeutic understanding of 
the world find meaning solely through themselves rather than recognizing any narrative 
situatedness. On the other hand, a narrative-centered self searches for places of existential trust, 
working to understand the background narratives that others walk within, finding meaning 
through dialogic exchange (Arnett & Arneson, 1999). Within this understanding of the self, 
attentiveness to the narratives one belongs to, attending to those who existed before, those at the 
table currently, and those who will come after us finds major importance. It is through the 




attending to difference and making transformative change for each historical moment they meet. 
However, the therapeutic, individualistic response to the world finds home in Western life and 
market goods consumption, calling for further inquiry.  
Arendt’s scholarship serves to critique modernity and its secular trinity of progress, 
efficiency, and individual autonomy that becomes unreflectively banal in its pursuit (Arnett, 
2013). This critique, while occurring in the 1950s in response to the horrors of World War II, 
finds salience in this era as the trappings of modernity still find presence through Umberto Eco’s 
(2005) notion of hypertextuality. The hypertextual nature of postmodernity refers to all eras 
being co-present with one another. While not all subscribe to the notion of modernity, the secular 
trinity is still present within this historical moment, making Arendt’s critique of major import, 
especially in the fast-paced world of social media influencer marketing.    
Arendt provides an understanding of this world where there is no rooted background in 
her work, The Human Condition. Although written in 1958, Arendt supplies a definition of the 
social which still finds salience today. In this work, Arendt (1958/1998) articulates the difference 
between vita activa and vita contemplativa. Vita activa includes the major metaphors of labor, 
work, and action, with action taking place in the public sphere and helps identify ourselves 
against others in the world. Vita contemplativa, or contemplative life, must exist alongside the 
vita activa as it carries out into the public sphere. The public and private serve different ends for 
the human condition and, when blurred together, the social emerges as problematic. 
Arendt (1958/1998) argues that while notions of the social arise as early as Ancient 
Greece and the city-state, the modern era is where the distinction between the public and private 
realms obscure. She states, “In the modern world, the two realms indeed constantly flow into 




p. 33). For Arendt, the social realm eliminates the public and private, leaving no separation or 
safety from the outside world. Instead, the social realm forces a conformity of labor societies, 
where “the fact of mutual dependence for the sake of life and nothing else assumes public 
significance and where the activities connected with sheer survival are permitted to appear in 
public” (Arendt, 1958/1998, p. 46). The private realm is where “the greatest forces of intimate 
life” such as passion, intellect, and sense impressions, are thrown aside unless they are 
transformed and stripped of deep meaning in order to fulfill an aesthetic role to others—only that 
which provides a more lucrative appearance moves out of the private sphere into the social realm 
(Arendt, 1958/1998, p. 50). When both private and public life are groomed for social currency, 
only relevancy remains, causing those who wish to participate in larger society to engage the 
world in an unreflective manner in the hopes of remaining successful. Arendt explicates the 
consequences of this phenomenon further when examining Nazi Germany in her 1963 work, 
Eichmann in Jerusalem, asserting the dangers of the banal. 
In this work, Arendt (1963) attends to the trial of Adolf Eichmann, a bureaucrat in Nazi 
Germany whose role was to schedule the trains to various concentration camps. During the trial, 
Eichmann’s defense was that he was simply following orders from his superiors in his attempt of 
making a living. In response, Arendt (1963) critiques the unreflective nature of those simply 
following orders during the Nazi regime, calling it a time where the banality of evil reigned 
above all else. Evil was so pervasive in Nazi Germany that it became a point of extreme 
commonness, with many citizens and officials “doing as they were told” in order to get by 
professionally and socially. This unreflective engagement with the world around oneself causes 
atrocities to emerge, leading to Arendt’s (1963) assertion that one must not become a bureaucrat 




undergirding narrative structures for support, a banality of the social can emerge, which I argue 
is prevalent in a postmodern world.  
Christopher Lasch (1979/1991) provides entrance into the consequences of the banality 
of the social as he discusses the role of therapeutic culture in Western life in his work The 
Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations. Lasch (1979/1991) 
explicates that in a world existing with the culmination of the horrors associated with World War 
II, including the Nazi holocaust and the ever-constant threat of nuclear weapons, alongside the 
knowledge that humanity is depleting the world’s natural resources, people turn to a therapeutic 
lifestyle, “busy[ing] themselves with survival strategies, measures designed to prolong their own 
lives, or programs guaranteed to ensure good health and peace of mind” (p. 4). Further, the 
1960’s era left Americans with political and institutional distrust, causing people to “retreat[] to 
purely personal preoccupations,” placing self-care and base-level pleasure over all else (Lasch, 
1979/1991, p. 4). In place of religious or institutional values was the notion of living for the 
moment as if there were no tomorrow, with scholars commenting on an American worldview of 
focusing individualistically on the self, treating survival as the only ethical good to protect and 
promote.  
 Therefore, Lasch (1979/1991) describes this moment in time as therapeutic rather than 
religious. He states that “people today hunger not for personal salvation, let alone for the 
restoration of an earlier golden age, but for the feeling, the momentary illusion, of personal well-
being, health, and psychic security” (Lasch, 1979/1991, p. 7). The therapeutic mode of being, for 
Lasch (1979/1991), succeeds individualism, transplanting the uprooted nature of individualism 
into the soil of narcissism. Because the modern world asserts no future, Lasch (1979/1991) posits 




culture of narcissism, the idea of individualism becomes enhanced through therapeutic culture, 
“justifying self-absorption as ‘authenticity’ and ‘awareness’” (Lasch, 1979/1991, p. 217) 
Described further, Lasch (1985) explicates narcissism as an act in which one attempts to either 
mirror themselves in everything they touch or find themselves lost in the world, unable to 
recognize themselves in the midst of the artifacts they collect. Narcissists wish for approval of 
their actions in order to validate their self-esteem, seeking artifacts that others of higher social 
status identify as acceptable.  
 Lasch (1979/1991) states that the narcissist looks for meaning through therapeutic 
ventures, finding these encounters to attribute to both professional and personal success. Lasch 
(1979/1991) asserts that for the American narcissist, good work and performance “counts for less 
than visibility, momentum, and a winning record” (p. 44). It is important for the narcissist not 
simply to be ahead of their professional and personal pursuits but, rather, to “get[] ahead of 
others,” with personal and professional growth the substitute for survival (Lasch, 1979/1991, p. 
44). This notion easily emerges within this current historical moment, where people are quick to 
post their successes on social media rather than promote their failures or shortcomings, creating 
the illusion of a perfect life for their followers to envy, admire, and emulate.  
 Lasch (1979/1991) posits that narcissism emerges as a result of the anxieties surrounding 
one’s existence within a modern life where self-preservation reigns supreme, causing distrust 
among persons as one works to get ahead of others through any means possible. He asserts that 
“the ideology of personal growth, superficially optimistic, radiates a profound despair and 
resignation. It is the faith of those without faith” (Lasch, 1979/1991, p. 51). The narcissist looks 
for public approval of their actions, with personal life becoming just as important to public 




rather than something to genuinely foster, nourish, or care for. For Lasch (1979/1991), a culture 
of narcissim heightens through advertising where the postmodern world seeks to turn 
consumption into “a way of life” (p. 72). Consumption works to fill the void left by institutional 
breakdown, “romanticizing” objects and experiences for the narcissist to tout proudly to others 
(Lasch, 1979/1991, p. 72). When the narcissist attempts to connect to another, they consume 
them. Lasch (1979/1991) asserts that “the narcissist cannot identify with someone else without 
seeing the other as an extension of himself, without obliterating the other’s identity” (p. 86). He 
pushes on this notion further in the afterword of his text, describing how, in the myth of 
Narcissus, the title character drowns in his own reflection because he was not able to 
differentiate himself from his surroundings. Thus, the narcissist yearns to see themselves in 
everything they own or encounter, viewing the world in their own image (Lasch, 1979/1991).  
 In The Minimal Self, Lasch (1985) makes clear the centrality of consumerism for the 
narcissistic self, finding salience with Douglas and Isherwood’s (1979) World of Goods, who 
assert that commodities are socially neutral and have utilization for either building barriers or 
bridging the gap between persons. For Lasch (1985), people engage in consumption for 
marketability purposes, adorning themselves with artifacts that grant the most social credibility. 
One’s identity changes with the objects they surround themselves with in consumption culture.  
Lasch (1985) compares the complete dependence on “externally provided goods and 
services” as something of a life support system, generating an overwhelming feeling of 
helplessness (p. 34). Without ground to stand on, individuals rely on pure fantasy, which Lasch 
(1985) finds dangerous when not checked by “practical experience of the world” (p. 33). Thus, a 
minimal self emerges from the anxiety and uncertainty of a postmodern United States of 




filling the void of solid foundational ground. The narcissist “create[s] a world of mirrors” (Lasch, 
1985, p. 30) based upon what advertisements and marketing communication tells them to be like. 
According to Lasch (1985), the self attempts to reconcile an outline of itself with its 
environment, carefully cultivating an identity. Narcissistic living works to “replace[]…a reliable 
world of durable objects by a world of flickering images that make it harder and harder to 
distinguish reality from fantasy” (p. 19). Overall, what Lasch tells the reader about Western 
modes of being is that consumption is a regular occurrence for the individual, building oneself 
with objects that craft an identity that others may approve of, minimizing any meaningful aspects 
of selfhood that would rely on a narrative or traditional foundation. Lasch’s concept of flickering 
images that blur the line between fantasy and reality comes to full fruition with the advent of 
social media.  
 Jin and Ryu (2018) explore narcissists within online spaces, particularly overt narcissists 
who look to “grandiose exhibitionism, self-enhancement, and self-confidence” to fulfill their 
therapeutic needs (p. 555). The authors state that narcissists have an inflated sense of self-worth, 
in which they possess overly positive views of themselves, particularly regarding appearance and 
personality. Jin and Ryu (2018) explain that narcissists maintain interpersonal relationships in 
order to further increase their own self-worth, viewing others as objects utilized to strategize and 
enhance their appearance of confidence and credibility. Instagram, a photo sharing app, is 
particularly enticing to narcissists, who can utilize “digital filters and image enhancers” to 
control their image for followers to “like” and emulate, bringing Lasch’s notion of mirroring to a 
reified form (Jin & Ryu, 2018). Narcissists in the 21st century prefer this online form of relating 
to others because relationships are shallow and people can be used to optimize one’s self-worth 




influencers who have learned to economize their image for monetary gain at the expense of 
genuine relationships with others. In order to further explore the social media influencer, 
however, an explication of social media must be undertaken. The following looks to the 
scholarly area of inquiry of media ecology in order to understand how social media changes how 
we communicate with one another. This project asserts that both the integrated marketing 
communication landscape and human communication find themselves influenced by social 
media, transforming how meaning is made between stakeholders and brands.  
Understanding Social Media: A McLuhan Perspective 
Social media via digital channels finds origins with the advent of email in the 1990s. 
According to Persuit (2013), social media as we know it today emerges in Web 2.0, described as 
“the enabling of user-generated content that could be shared with little technical knowledge or 
hardware investment” (p. 7). She states that social media lives within Web 2.0, defined as 
technologies with capabilities “to publish and comment on content, to establish personal and 
professional connections, to move what has been in the realm of professionals (like video 
production or web design) into the hands of non-professionals for business and leisure activities” 
(Pursuit, 2013, p. 8). Web 2.0 houses networks on external servers, with personal technologies 
connecting remotely from the comfort of one’s home. These personal technologies link distant 
individuals together with the ability to converse with one another across long physical distances. 
Overall, social media serve as fast-paced communication tools, allowing people to communicate 
and share content over long distances almost instantaneously. As social media becomes more 
prevalent in the 2010s with a myriad of apps including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, an 
understanding of their influence on how we communicate is of import: the scholarly area of 




of social media for integrated marketing communication, primarily utilizing the work of 
Marshall McLuhan as an undergirding foundation, is necessary for this project. 
Media ecology has origins in the early 20th century with Lewis Mumford’s (1934/2010) 
Technics and Civilization, where he surveys the development of technology and its relationship 
with culture and society. However, media ecology as an area of study was not formally defined 
until the 1970s by Neil Postman (1970) with three major trajectories: 1) how media influence 
how people understand the world and others; 2) how interaction with media assists or detracts 
from a person’s ability to survive; and 3) media as environments that impose a bias on our 
understanding of meaning, where roles emerge for people, with obligation to play them, and 
creates limits to what humans can accomplish and act upon. According to Anton (2016), the 
Media Ecology Association refers to media ecology as “the study of media as environments and 
environments as media” (p. 126). Overall, media ecology allows one to reflect on the various 
media one utilizes in communication, observing the limits, benefits, and biases they afford. 
These boundaries find their most succinct reflection with the work of Marshall McLuhan, 
another founder of this scholarly area of inquiry. 
McLuhan’s (1964/1994) Understanding Media acts as his major text for understanding 
the theory of media ecology. McLuhan (1964/1994) divides his work into two parts: the first 
explicates essential terms for understanding how media influence our perception of the world 
and the second delves into specific media, with each later chapter focusing on a single medium 
and their biases. McLuhan (1964/1994) states that media act as “extensions of ourselves” (p. 7), 
extending parts of our physical and nervous systems in order to increase power and speed. For 
instance, McLuhan states that the wheel extends the foot, the telephone extends the voice, 




body extend within a medium, the parts left behind become amputated as we become entranced 
by the medium we find ourselves in to a narcotic degree (McLuhan, 1964/1994, p. 41). 
McLuhan’s biggest concern surrounds the advent of electronic media, which has implosive and 
retribalizing qualities as they extend our central nervous systems out into the world. McLuhan’s 
concern was prophetic as one considers the echo-chambered nature of the Internet and social 
media.  
McLuhan states that in order to combat the narcotic effects of media, we must develop a 
reflective attitude in which we ask what is being extended and ignored within a particular 
medium. He and his son, Eric McLuhan, offer a quasi-blueprint for this with their 1992 work, 
Laws of Media. McLuhan and McLuhan (1992) develop a tetrad that considers the following 
focal points for any given medium: 1) what does the medium extend? 2) what does this medium 
obsolesce? 3) what does this medium retrieve that was obsolesced by a prior medium? 4) what 
does the medium reverse? For instance, when considering the computer, McLuhan and McLuhan 
(1992) state that it extends “speed of calculation and retrieval;” it obsolesces “sequence, 
approximation, perception, [and] the present;” it retrieves “perfect memory—total and exact;” 
and it reverses “anarchy via the overlay of bureaucracy” (pp. 188-189). While reflection of a 
medium through tetrads does not completely free us from the bias particular communication 
media impose upon us, it does make us aware of the limitations and benefits each affords. For 
example, Postman (1985/2005) recognizes that the television is primarily an entertainment 
medium and urges readers not to amuse themselves to death by attempting to utilize the 
television for any serious endeavor, like news or documentaries. Because the television turns 
everything into entertainment, any content housed within that particular screen morphs with it 




social media for the reader to become more reflective about its biases and limitations, finding 
each limb of the tetrad to be multifaceted. 
In considering what social media extends or enhances, Persuit (2013) states that 
“mundane events in ordinary lives” take center stage (p. 9). People take to social media to update 
their friends and followers about banal events that almost everyone experiences, ranging from 
getting a new pet, going to the doctor, wishing someone a happy birthday, or expressing remorse 
of someone’s passing (Persuit, 2013). The mundane becomes everyone’s business in the realm of 
social media. Persuit also asserts that relationships are also extended past their prime on social 
media: high school friends and former roommates and coworkers that, in prior eras, would fade 
into the background, now follow you throughout the later stages of your life as both parties share 
the goings on of their daily lives. Most important for the purposes of this dissertation project, 
social media also extend “the presence of an organization into an individual’s cyberspace” 
(Persuit, 2013, p. 9). Organizations have their own social media and can meet consumers 
virtually anywhere, creating a double-edged sword for corporations, as explained by Colleoni 
(2013) later in this section.  
When considering what social media obsolesces, Persuit (2013) discusses the face-to-face 
relationship as lost to the digital persona. She takes time to unpack the consequences of 
“friending” people online, suddenly obtaining a window into other’s personal lives, utilizing 
Hannah Arendt’s notion of the blur of public and private into the social. For Arendt, the social 
realm eliminates the public and private, leaving no separation or safety from the outside world. 
Social media, then, obsolesces privacy and the ability to separate one’s public life and persona 




the end of this chapter in understanding some of the communication ethics consequences of 
influencer marketing on integrated marketing and human communication.  
Persuit (2013) argues that social media retrieves geolocation with the ability to check-in 
to various locations via Yelp, Foursquare, and Instagram tagging. While Persuit (2013) suggests 
that this geolocation emerges from home security systems that utilize location as a form of 
protection, oversharing location on the Internet can have the opposite effect of these media. In 
her text, she cites a website called PleaseRobMe that gathers check in data from people’s public 
social media posts and centralizes all location information for someone in one place (Persuit, 
2013). One must toe the line carefully between under and oversharing private details—
sometimes tagging a vacation while it is happening is simply not worth the risk of a potential 
home invasion. From an integrated marketing perspective, brands utilize geolocation to target 
advertising more precisely—for instance, if someone is within range of a restaurant or business, 
an advertisement for the venue may show up on one’s Facebook or Instagram timelines. 
Therefore, geolocation, while a useful marketing tool, must find careful utilization by individuals 
online in order to avoid certain catastrophe.  
Finally, Persuit (2013) states that social media reverses Walter Ong’s notion of secondary 
orality in the form of digital orality. In Orality and Literacy, Ong (1982/2013) explores the 
cultural differences that occur when moving from an oral culture into print, noting some 
distinctions of import. Within an oral culture, nothing can be abstracted; if one was to draw a 
circle in the sand, those situated within orality would refer to it as the moon or a plate, rather 
than its abstracted form of circle. The way people utilize language becomes distinct between the 
two orientations of perception. Oral culture, for Ong (1982/2013), is additive, aggregative, 




situational, where literate culture represents the opposite. The Internet reverses us into these 
characteristics as we focus on the visual, utilizing short text acronyms to get our point across to 
others in a quick, easily digestible manner (Persuit, 2013). Persuit (2013) notes that within digital 
orality, unlike true oral culture, silence is a major component—much like print culture, as we 
interact with one another in cyberspace, we do so without speaking, instead, we communicate 
through symbols and visual means. However, the visual components of oral culture remain 
within social media communication, particularly the additive, redundant, close to the lifeworld, 
agonistic, and situational attributes.  
Overall, McLuhan’s tetrad assists in our understanding of social media for human 
communication, namely that in our utilization of social media, we begin to erase the line between 
our public and private lives, with the mundane becoming an oversaturated banality for us to 
consume. As our consciousness extends into cyberspace, we seek to find commonality with 
others, mirroring what is deemed socially acceptable. There is also a notion of being “always on” 
and available to others, where relationships become uprooted from narrative ground and 
suspended in cyberspace (Turkle, 2011). In communication, practices matter—when suspended 
from any narrative ground in cyberspace, interpersonal relationships lose narrative-based 
practices in favor of banal status updates, where interaction is limited to public likes and 
comments. Beyond the interpersonal exchange, social media also profoundly affect integrated 
marketing communication between a brand and a stakeholder.  
Colleoni (2013) asserts that social media has altered both how organizations 
communicate with stakeholders but also how stakeholders understand the goings on of an 
organization. “Stakeholder awareness has been dramatically enhanced by the advent of the 




scale that has not been seen in the past” (Colleoni, 2013, p. 229). With the ability to obtain any 
non-proprietary information about any corporation, including annual reports, stakeholders look 
for more public justification for a company’s economic, social, and environmental actions than 
they did prior to the internet, a justification that Colleoni (2013) notes is difficult for 
organizations to live up to. In addition to an increase in stakeholder awareness, with social 
media, stakeholders are also privy to an increase in the “engag[ement] in the creation and 
evaluation of content” (Colleoni, 2013, p. 229). Not only, then, can organizations converse more 
easily with their stakeholders, but also this ongoing dialogue social media allows for “can 
potentially bring co-creation of meaning” as described by Habermas as well as a higher 
awareness of “shared social values” between a corporation and its publics (as cited in Colleoni, 
2013, p. 229). This co-creation of meaning finds salience with Lusch (2007) who situates this 
historical moment for marketing one where organizations must “market-with” consumers, as the 
ability to converse with stakeholders becomes more readily available. With this dialogic 
opportunity, organizations can better understand what consumers want, tailoring content for 
highly specified target audiences.  
 With the advent of the internet, Lusch’s (2007) understanding of marketing-with comes 
alive. “The internet has enabled the emergence of a new participatory public sphere based on a 
many-to-many communication,” rather than a one-to-many approach that more traditional media, 
such as television and print, are accustomed (Colleoni, 2013, p. 233). The participatory nature of 
social media finds positive regard, as Boje, Maynard-Patrick, and Elias (2012) observe that 
stakeholders can come together over great distances in order to rally for those victimized through 
the internet on web sites, blogs, and other forms of social media. Further, in the social media 




is minimal – they can simply put the information out there and react to how people respond to it 
(Colleoni, 2013).   
Verwey (2015) also states that Web 2.0 has transformed integrated marketing into a 
collaborative endeavor, labeling consumers in this moment as “prosumers:” those who produce 
and consume simultaneously. This statement find concurrence with Ned Blunden of the 
Economist, who terms the millennial generation “gen narrators” who take what marketers 
present them with and remix them for their own online audiences (Swant, 2015, para. 5). Verwey 
(2015) notes that social media shifts integrated marketing communication from a traditional two-
way model of communication to “many-to-many collaborative communication[],” with the 
control of message going to the public (p. 322). As a result, corporations have moved to “open-
source branding,” where consumer help generate and facilitate content, for better or for worse 
(Verwey, 2015). Verwey expresses that this co-creation of content can be a challenge for 
companies, as they must relinquish control of the brand and allow for negative experiences to be 
expressed online, damaging its reputation. One way companies attempt to circumvent this issue 
is through the use of influencer marketing, where organizations pay famous social media users to 
promote their products, services, and brands, hoping that they might sway their built-in audience 
to buy into their corporation (Kadekova & Holiencinova, 2018).  
While social media allows for a more dialogic approach for integrated marketing 
communication, particularly with the utilization of social media influencers with built-in 
audiences, one must take McLuhan’s warning seriously. Social media alters the communicative 
landscape to one of superficiality and tribalization—for the most part, people who utilize social 
media silo themselves away from difference, creating echo chambers where opinion leaders tell 




a medium that brings Arendt’s understanding of the social and Lasch’s implications of 
narcissism into hyper focus. As a result, the marketing sphere morphs into one of surface level 
personality baiting and its star is the social media influencer.   
Social Media Influencer Marketing: An Overview 
If McLuhan’s tetrad is to be believed and we extend our consciousnesses to others 
through social media, our banal, day to day lives will become the center of meaning for all 
interpersonal exchanges. Among the mundane, those whose lives seem most exciting on social 
media will capitalize their personalities and personal style through sponsored content, creating a 
new marketing genre: social media influencing. Thus, the following seeks to understand the 
social media influencer and their position as opinion leader, defining this new digital career area 
and examining their role for integrated marketing communication.  
 Kadekova and Holiencinova (2018) define an influencer as someone who has “a 
significant” social media following who is compensated by organizations “to promote their 
products to said followers, via free products and trips and/or cash payment per promotional 
post,” with the intent to drive their followers to a purchase point (p. 92). De Veirman, 
Cauberghe, and Hudders (2017) have a similar definition for the social media influencer, noting 
how their followers consider them to be “trusted tastemaker[s] in one or several niches” (p. 798) 
that can point them toward legitimate purchasing decisions. Influencers connect with their 
followers by showcasing their private lives in a consumable manner, “provid[ing] their followers 
an insight into their personal, everyday lives, their experiences and opinions” (De Veirman, 
Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017, p. 801). While most active in Web 2.0 in the 2010s, influencing 
has roots in traditional blogging circa 2005, where people would post their opinions regularly on 




Duthler, 2019). Considered “non-traditional celebrities,” influencers are considered “more 
powerful, in terms of course credibility and consumer buying intention” than a traditional 
celebrity who regularly endorses products through traditional advertising means (Dhanesh & 
Duthler, 2019, p. 3). Today, influencers are essential to integrated marketing communication 
practices with 75% of corporations looking to influencer marketing to fill the gap between the 
organization and consumer (De Veirman, Cauberghe & Hudders, 2017), calling for further 
understanding of the newer form of marketing.  
 Influencers assist brands by providing electronic word of mouth marketing (eWOM) for 
their products and services. Marketers utilize social media influencers in order to positively 
influence the co-creation of meaning that occurs on social media between brands and consumers 
(Stubb & Colliander, 2019; Dhanesh & Duthler, 2019). Dhanesh and Duthler (2019) assert that 
social media influencers possess the ability to generate authentic-feeling relationships with their 
followers, unlike brands and organizations. Akin to celebrity endorsement, integrated marketing 
communication professionals look to social media influencers to promote their products due to 
their ability to “influence the attitudes, decisions, and behaviours of their audience of followers” 
with the potential for virality of message, pushing the endorsement beyond their follower base 
(De Veirman, Cauberghe, & Hudders, 2017, p. 801). The difference between celebrity 
endorsement and influencer marketing, however, is that the word-of-mouth endorsement moves 
outside of traditional marketing means and occurs right on the influencer’s personal social media 
pages as part of a parasocial relationship between the influencer and follower.  
 While Singh and Banerjee (2019) describe celebrity worshipers as having parasocial 
inclinations, De Veirman, Caubergh, and Hudders (2017) and Kupfer, vor der Holte, Kulber, and 




followers feel as though they are friends with the influencer, especially considering the 
interactive component of social media creating a false face-to-face interaction. Even though an 
Instagram story broadcasts to all of one’s followers, when viewed, it feels and presents itself as a 
one-on-one interpersonal exchange. This parasocial relationship becomes tainted through 
influencer marketing when a promoted post mixes into an influencer’s regular content, making 
the advertisement “perceived as the influencer’s unbiased opinion” (De Veirman, Cauberghe, & 
Hudders, 2017, p. 801). This kind of marketing is extremely lucrative for the integrated 
marketing professional, who finds their efforts continuously spurned via ad blockers and 
consumer’s willful ignorance of advertisements as they become oversaturated with promoted 
content. Stubb and Colliander (2019) argue that utilizing social media influencer marketing in an 
era of extreme content saturation is more effective than traditional routes as it breaks through the 
clutter by fusing with a consumer’s regular feed. This is content a consumer actively seeks out, 
causing integrated marketing communication messages to cross over into one’s private life via 
someone they trust as an opinion leader.  
 According to Djafarova and Trifmenko (2019), a social media influencer is deemed a 
credible source of information to their followers if they are attractive, identified as an expert of 
some product or service (i.e. “beauty gurus” are thought of to be experts on makeup and self-care 
items), and come across in their communication with their audience as sincere and honest. If 
followers determine a social media influencer to be credible, they will not scrutinize their posts 
as closely, leading to impulse purchasing decisions that can have a negative outcome on their 
lives. An exemplar of over-trusting an influencer centers on Gabbie Hanna, a famous YouTuber, 




In early 2019, Hanna posted a sponsored Instagram advertisement for makeup brushes at 
a deep discount with the brand, Kenza Cosmetics (Sommer, 2019). In the video, Hanna stressed 
the high-quality nature of the makeup brushes, stating that her followers could obtain what 
would be $80 brushes for free (just pay $10 shipping), by adding them to their cart. A large 
number of her 6.5 million Instagram followers took her post at face value, purchasing the 
brushes and trusting that Hanna had done her research. As a result, her followers were victims of 
a bad purchasing decision: the brushes were poorly made and easily fell apart, with some people 
waiting weeks for their items. In a follow up video on her YouTube channel, Hanna claimed that 
she believed the products endorsed were worth about a dollar per brush and felt comfortable with 
her followers purchasing them for about that amount, regardless of how she promoted them 
(TeaSpill, 2018). Because Hanna was deemed credible at face value by her followers, there was 
no reflection on the part of her audience when hearing about the promotion, causing a public 
relations nightmare on her end, with followers waiting months for what was to be low quality 
brushes (Sommer, 2019). Her video addressing this situation has since been deleted but remains 
on the Internet from those who have screen-grabbed and reposted the content on their own 
channels. While Hanna was in hot water for some time regarding this promotion, she did not lose 
any followers and still has working relationships with brands, promoting products on her 
Instagram page and YouTube channel. Her followers still purchase items she promotes on her 
social media pages, causing one to wonder why. A potential reason comes in the form of 
celebrity worship, something that has taken hold in online culture.  
 Singh and Banerjee (2019) discuss celebrity worshippers as people who possess extreme 
adoration for celebrities, considered a “parasocial interplay” where one is obsessed with famous 




internet personalities, people may obtain “a misguided feeling of closeness” with these figures, 
making the worshipper feel as though they were receiving advice from a friend rather than a 
public personal or even have a one-to-one relationship with these people they have never met (p. 
226). Because of the adoration a celebrity worshipper holds for someone like an influencer, 
faults and instances of immorality are excused away and forgiven almost instantaneously (Singh 
& Banerjee, 2019). Credibility is not simply a fact-oriented avenue for those involved in 
parasocial relationships with influencers—because they feel as though they know social media 
celebrities personally, they are able to forgive them for bad promotional deals and move on in a 
short period of time. Hanna, while suffering momentarily due to her bad brand deal, has since 
created a fan-funded web page where people pay to access even more of her personal life and has 
been quite successful, self-funding music videos for her new career venture.  
 Overall, social media influencers possess the ability to capitalize on their private lives, 
with integrated marketing professionals linking up with them to promote their products in a more 
organic fashion. Credibility does not deteriorate so easily by sponsored posts gone wrong, as 
followers feel an interpersonal connection with strangers One must consider this seemingly 
faultless narcissism and its effect on meaning, most aptly described through the scholarship of 
Arendt. While the social media influencer exists in postmodernity, the way influencer marketing 
works is from a modern, capitalist standpoint, making Arendt’s critiques of modernity of import 
for this project.  
The Banality of the Social: Hannah Arendt and Social Media Influencer Marketing 
Social media influencer marketing exists within a parasocial landscape where appearance 
of social authority triumphs over reflective engagement. As a result, social media influencers are 




the product is lackluster. One must consider the implications of this kind of marketing for human 
communication in social media. Some of these implications may be drawn from the scholarship 
of Arendt, particularly when discussing totalitarianism and poor leadership.  
In The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt seeks to understand how totalitarianism takes 
hold of “the human community” (Arnett, 2013, p. 29). What Arendt (1948/1968) finds is that 
totalitarianism works to circumvent an Other’s ability and right to aid in the crafting of the public 
sphere. According to Arnett (2013), “the final objective of totalitarianism is directing, stabilizing, 
and changing a given social space in opposition to the marginalized Other” (p. 30). A totali tarian 
regime works to flatten diverse understandings of reality, attempting to eradicate any semblance 
of dissent or difference (Arnett, 2013).  
Totalitarian dictators seek to align themselves with the masses via fear and terror, 
“inviting a mob to direct its passion toward a single cause or goal” (Arnett, 2013, p. 42). This 
unflinching loyalty carried out by a mob seeks to carry out a movement that works to 
“undermine actively existing institutions” (Arnett, 2013, p. 43) and reshape reality through 
propaganda put forth by an ideological leader (Arendt, 1948/1968). These propagandistic 
statements are described as “foolproof” against arguments based in any other reality (Arendt, 
1948/1968, p. 363). According to Arendt (1948/1968), the movement is essential to push this 
propagandist reality—without it, the regime fails. In its organization, totalitarianism seeks “to 
turn reality into fiction” (Arnett, 2013, p. 44). Arendt (1948/1968) notes that once the movement 
based in propagandist lie takes hold, the goal is then to weave the lie as a new reality with which 
the totalitarian regime can live. This new reality is without any semblance of difference, 




Arendt’s (1948/1968) The Origins of Totalitarianism leaves the reader wondering how to 
combat the nonsensical nature of totalitarianism, which Arendt notes only dissipates when the 
movement ceases to move. According to Arnett (2013), “Arendt offers Between Past and Future 
as a counter to modernity’s disdain for tradition” (p. 47). The response to modernity is to meet it 
with a “meaningful contemplative life” that has roots that extend towards both the past and 
future (Arnett, 2013, p. 48). The “blight of modernity” is that there is no sense of testimony and 
everything is questioned under its relevancy: “the de facto treasure of modernity becomes 
progress, which is unreflectively engaged and hostile to thinking” (Arnett, 2013, p. 49). 
Meaningless discourse and action are also facets of modernity in which there is little to no 
reflection on the deeds one commits in the name of progress and autonomy (Arnett, 2013). 
Arnett (2013) notes that for Arendt, any motion to reign in autonomy becomes labelled as 
authoritarian and pushed out, leaving the public vulnerable to demagogues who seek career 
success over all else.  
Arendt finds authority not to rest with an individual but within an institution that “calls 
one into accountability” (Arnett, 2013, p. 54). Without this public accountability in place, and 
without the public sphere as a place of freedom to express difference, Arendt posits that violent 
regimes can take hold as demagoguery becomes one of the sole ways to lead, and with it, a 
renegotiation of truth (Arnett, 2013). Without consumers and followers reflectively engaging the 
content brought forth by social media influencers, there will be no accountability. Although not 
as serious as a totalitarian regime, Arendt’s comments about totalitarianism find salience within 
this social media moment, where influencers can persuade their followers to purchase or do 




Arendt notes that, within the realm of politics, truth is rarely a stronghold (Arnett, 2013). 
She asserts that, at times, truth can become too abstract for practical use within the public sphere. 
Arnett (2013) posits “the risk to truth teller and truth seekers is that, at times, their ideas are 
simply not wanted—the corporate good requires another action” (p. 59). Opinions generally 
triumph within the public sphere over the utilization of an empirical basis of the truth. It is up to 
leaders to work through multiple understandings of a situation, utilizing an “enlarged mentality” 
to arrive at what is publicly factual (Arnett, 2013, p. 59). There is an importance to working with 
the gray areas of reality: these moments where multiple accounts need to find consideration are 
what flourishes the human condition (Arnett, 2013). However, one must caution against the 
modernist version of opinion which, when in the action of lying, seeks to undermine the 
traditional standpoints of another. Conversely, a lie within a tradition works to hide information. 
In the public account of reality, one must always allow for difference: “freedom in the public 
arena makes space for others” (Arnett, 2013, p. 55). Without making that space, we cannot have 
freedom. 
Arendt asserts that unreflective interaction with opinion in the public sphere is one of the 
prime dangers of modernity that devolves into violence and, perhaps, totalitarianism. According 
to Arendt, if we are to take totalitarian rootlessness of propagandized information that comes to 
various understandings of truth and combat it with a traditional standpoint that attends to the 
multiple grounds at play in the public sphere, we can essentially push the regime out. It is the 
attention to our past that allows for reflection and understanding the ‘why’ behind the ‘what’: 
without that reflective component, we become susceptible to an unrelenting violence upon 
anything that has been determined outside of what is normal or acceptable. In an era where many 




not welcome, truth is no longer important; rather, the leading opinion is all that matters. In social 
media, public and private no longer exist, causing issues to emerge primarily in the form of 
social media influencer marketing. 
Dhanesh and Duthler (2019) state that the practice of utilizing paid endorsement with 
social media influencers “blur[s the] lines between paid and earned media,” creating an ethical 
dilemma for public relations and integrated marketing communication, especially when 
consumers are not made aware of what content is sponsored (p. 1). Unlike celebrity 
endorsement, where it is clear where an advertisement begins and a personality ends, social 
media influencers host sponsored content on their social media pages situated in their daily lives, 
“challeng[ing] notions of openness and transparency, implicating sponsoring organizations in 
deeply problematic issues of truth, fairness, transparency, and disclosure” (Dhanesh & Duthler, 
2019, p. 1). With private and public life intertwined on social media platforms such as Twitter 
and Instagram, the mundane becomes a banality where followers can never be sure if they are 
being advertised to or if an influencer’s content is genuine. While there have been efforts in law 
and terms of conditions for influencer marketing, including a new indicator of a sponsored post, 
native advertising where the promotion seamlessly integrates into one’s social media page still 
poses a question of ethics, especially where a parasocial relationship occurs: when an influencer 
promotes a product or service that is subpar, are they communicating ethically? 
While it is too much to state that influencers are mouthpieces for a totalitarian regime, 
Arendt’s warning remains: one must engage in reflectiveness when coming across any 
persuasive message, even if it comes from someone deemed trustworthy. Without reflective 




through promoting their personal lives. The banality of the social can be observed and responded 
to if one seeks to overcome the inclination for narcissism in a world of consumption.  
Dissertation Overview 
This project takes into account the importance of reflective engagement for interpersonal, 
parasocial, and marketing communication, seeking to understand the various intellectual and 
philosophical coordinates for social media influencer marketing in a social world. The 
dissertation will proceed with the following chapters: 
Chapter Two, “Human Pseudo-Events and Propaganda: Tools of Social Media Influencer 
Marketing,”  examines the notion of propaganda in a therapeutic age more in depth, relying on 
the work of Jacques Ellul and Daniel Boorstin, who both provide a media ecological 
understanding of image-based culture and its consequences for meaning and truth. Chapter 
Three, “The Power of the Social: Charismatic Leadership, Parasocial Relationships, and the 
Social Media Influencer,” explores parasocial relationships and social media influencers, 
working to understand how one develops credibility and trust with followers whom they have 
never met. Chapter Four, “Tales from Social Media Influencer Marketing: A Trio of Case 
Studies,” provide case studies for influencer marketing, examining Audible, BetterHelp, and 
Fyre Festival’s integrated marketing communication tactics respectively, in order to highlight 
both negative and positive exemplars of this integrated marketing technique. Finally, Chapter 
Five, “The Banality of Social Media Influencer Marketing,” considers Arendt’s metaphor of the 
social as the undergirding force for this project, identifying its connection with metaphorical 
coordinates provided by the other theorists explored in this project. This chapter returns to the 
case studies explicated in Chapter Four in order to provide major implications and conclusions 




importance of reflective engagement of communication, especially within a postmodern world 
























Chapter Two—Human Pseudo-Events and Propaganda: Tools of Social Media Influencer 
Marketing in a Social Age 
Introduction 
 Arendt’s (1958/1998) understanding of the social indicates an interpersonal world of 
surface-level relationships. Because the public and private intertwine within the social sphere, 
more intimate understandings of concepts such as selfhood, love, and institutionally rooted life 
give way to a pantomime of reality in which there is nowhere to hide. The previous chapter 
explicated this notion of the social and its consequences for interpersonal life, with Lasch 
(1979/1991; 1985) emphasizing a minimal, narcissistic self that looks to consumption in order to 
surround itself with mirrors that project what the market deems of import. The mouthpieces of 
the market that provide consumers with these mirrors are social media influencers, who utilize 
image-based rhetoric in the form of social media posting (whether it occurs via a YouTube 
video, an Instagram post, or even a Tweet with an image attached) to both connect with their 
audiences and profit off of them. In a world in which social relationships are banal or extremely 
common to the point of unreflective engagement, it is important to understand the connections 
between the social media influencer and the image-centric communication they utilize as both a 
personal and professional tool. Two scholars that examine the consequences of image-based 
media are Daniel J. Boorstin (1987–2004) and Jacques Ellul (1912–1994). Both scholars are 
well-renowned in the scholarly area of inquiry of media ecology, providing insights pertaining to 
how particular communication media alter one’s perception of the world.  
 Boorstin provides an understanding of image-based rhetoric as extending the fantastical 
into the realm of everyday life. Termed pseudo-events, Boorstin (1961/1987) explicates carefully 




1960s. Boorstin’s work finds salience today, as the television’s focus on image-based rhetoric 
extends in hyper definition with the utilization of social media. According to Garber (2016), the 
notion of newsworthiness over reality that Boorstin stresses as problematic still reigns today as 
we find ourselves entrenched in celebrity culture and fake news that seeks to entertain rather than 
inform. 
 Ellul’s (1962/1973) Propaganda: The Formation of Men’s Attitudes provides the reader 
with a comprehensive overview of propaganda. Ellul (1962/1973) recognizes propaganda as a 
consequence of modernity, describing it as the attempt “to make the individual cling irrationally 
to a process of action,” bringing the audience into the realm of “mythical belief” (p. 25). 
Propaganda is at its most effective when it examines both the individual and the environment in 
order to create the most influential messages; in this digital era, social media influencers are 
poised with such information in order to disseminate persuasive materials for organizations and 
brands, making Ellul’s contribution on the subject of major import for this project.  
 The following chapter explores the differences and interrelatedness between pseudo-
events and propaganda, as explicated by Boorstin and Ellul. Both scholars’ insights emerge from 
the historical moment of the 1960s, a decade characterized by mass protests, civil rights 
movements, and image-based media, finding historicity with this era of narrative and virtue 
contention (Samuelson, 1997; Arnett, Fritz, and McManus, 2018). The first section, Boorstin and 
the Human Pseudo-Event, looks to Boorstin’s work on the pseudo-event, explicating this major 
metaphor and situating the consequences of the human pseudo-event for this particular historical 
moment. The second section, Ellul and Propaganda, will explicate Ellul’s major work 
considering propaganda, utilizing his unique understanding of this communicative act in order to 




Social Media Influencers, Propaganda, and Human Pseudo-Events situates the social media 
influencer as both a human pseudo-event and a potential propagandist, which becomes 
contextually dependent upon the way in which they advertise products and organizations to their 
followers. This final section emphasizes this interplay between pseudo-event and propagandist 
through the examination of Zoe Sugg, a major social media influencer who connects with her 
audience via her YouTube channel and Instagram page. Overall, this chapter utilizes media 
ecological insights in order to further understand the role of the social media influencer for 
integrated marketing communication within a postmodern era. 
Boorstin and the Human Pseudo-Event 
 Boorstin (1961/1987) opens The Image with an assertion that Americans live within an 
environment of “self-hypnosis” due to extreme demands that stretch beyond reality and into 
fantasy in their daily lives (p. 3). Americans expect extravagance in both the newsworthiness of 
the world and their abilities to shape that world, resulting in a communicative environment filled 
with illusions in which major events, heroes, and pieces of art emerge (Boorstin, 1961/1987). 
These illusions, termed pseudo-events, do not emphasize facts, rather, they come into creation 
due to their entertainment value. Although written in the 1960’s, Boorstin’s contribution finds 
salience in today’s postmodern society, where a hyper-focus on image and entertainment reigns 
over all else. Boorstin’s work has been cited in recent news articles from the New York Times, 
The Atlantic, The Los Angeles Times among others in order to describe America’s presidential 
debates (Johnson, 2020), politics in the “Trump Era” (Quart, 2019), celebrity culture in a digital 
age (Gabler, 2012; Crovitz, 2016), and the culture of virality online (Rothman, 2019), alluding to 
the historicity of his insights for image-based culture within the 21st century’s image-focused 




pseudo-events as well as underscoring his idea of the human pseudo-event as representative of 
the social media influencer of today.  
The pseudo-event arises out of a fantastical world of American culture, where vividness 
and attractiveness of a communicative act take precedence over reality (Boorstin, 1961/1987). 
Described as a consequence of an over-concentration on image combined with the creation of the 
24-hour news cycle, pseudo-events emerge out of a need for constant information that holds 
one’s attention through vibrant imagery. Distinct from simple information acquisition, 
information explicated through a pseudo-event must be more entertaining than the real events 
being described, fueled by the notion that “the image has more dignity than its original” 
(Boorstin, 1961/1987, p. 37). Boorstin explains that the content produced by pseudo-events 
leaves people yearning for more, with the idea that any news worth knowing will appear on our 
television screen rather than emerging in person and in real time. This carries into the 21st 
century with our multi-screened lives: it can feel that anything worth knowing will appear in our 
news feeds and social media pages, with mundane reality left in the dust. Pseudo-events aid in 
fueling this relationship between the person and screen.  
When describing what a pseudo-event is, Boorstin (1961/1987) notes that “the question, 
‘is it real?’ is less important than, ‘is it newsworthy?’” for its relevancy in culture (p. 11). A 
pseudo-event is preplanned, lies in some layer of ambiguity, and acts as a self-fulfilling prophecy 
with the goal to generate conversation and acclaim for an organization, product, or person 
(Boorstin, 1961/1987). Boorstin (1961/1987) asserts that the development of image-based media 
combined with the 24-hour news cycle feeds into the need for pseudo-events, though these 
artifacts go beyond traditional marketing roots such as advertising, public relations, and 




the reality of living, breathing pseudo-events. Pseudo-events emerge inorganically but feel new 
and exciting to its intended audience, calling one to question their distinction from real, 
spontaneous events. 
 Boorstin (1961/1987) provides eight major differentiation points between a pre-planned 
pseudo-event and a naturally occurring event. First, pseudo-events “are more dramatic” than one 
of spontaneity (Boorstin, 1961/1987, p. 39). A pre-planned event allows the orchestrator to 
entertain an audience more freely than a naturally occurring situation. For instance, Boorstin 
(1961/1987) suggests the planned nature of a presidential debate allows for a more suspenseful 
and exciting exchange through the sheer ability to save explosive questions for strategic 
moments rather than a casual encounter between candidates at an un-staged gathering. The 
ability to control the order of events within a pseudo-event allows for a more exciting 
engagement with an audience than something that occurs randomly and without the ability to 
control it.  
 Second, pseudo-events tailor themselves for enhancing vividness in a way that an 
unplanned event cannot accomplish. Pseudo-events build rich stories that entice an audience to 
continue to observe and come back for more. One can consider reality television as a pseudo-
event that carefully edits and organizes the content of an episode in order to paint the brightest 
and most exciting picture for one’s viewing pleasure as representative of this characteristic. 
According to Boorstin (1961/1987), the orchestrator(s) of a pseudo-event possess the ability to 
select the most newsworthy and exciting pieces of information and people to include in their 





 Third, pseudo-events possess a repeatability factor that naturally occurring events cannot 
maintain (Boorstin, 1961/1987). This notion finds salience through engaging in a cursory glance 
at reaction videos on YouTube. As pseudo-events, reaction videos consist of a social media 
influencer watching a clip, listening to a piece of music, or trying out a product for what is 
assumed to be the first time, generating a first impression of some artifact for the online world to 
see. The format is consistent, allowing for ease of repetition. These videos are lucrative, with the 
major reaction video outlet, a Youtube channel simply entitled “React,” boasting 12.4 million 
subscribers in 2020. The videos are always the same, containing people situated in front of a 
computer or object, a major reaction caught on camera, and a question and answer session at the 
end conducted by the producers of the channel. Of course, the larger the reaction, the more 
exciting these pseudo-event videos are, causing the banality of repeated content to feel fresh and 
new for their followers.  
 Fourth, unlike spontaneous events, pseudo-events cost money to implement. Because of 
this, there is active effort to advertise and build up to the event in order to obtain some sort of 
return on investment (Boorstin, 1961/1987). One could consider the 2020 Super Bowl 
commercial for Planters Peanuts as a pseudo-event that was pre-marketed by the “death” of their 
mascot, Mr. Peanut (Baby Nut, 2020). This beloved icon’s death and eventual rebirth drummed 
up interest for what Planters was to announce, creating newsworthiness for a banal brand; it even 
spawned another pseudo-event in the form of a celebration for the beloved icon in Planters’s 
original location of Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania (O’Boyle, 2020). Each of these pseudo-events 
cost money to implement, focusing more on advertising gimmicks than the actual product itself. 
A spontaneous event surrounding a brand or organization such as going to a friend’s house and 




a grocery trip), making the notion of cost an important distinction between a pseudo-event and a 
real, random occurrence.  
 Fifth, pseudo-events designed around information dissemination find themselves more 
intelligible and reassuring than the spontaneous event being described (Boorstin, 1961/1987). 
For instance, sports television channels such as NBC Sports create 24-hour cycles of sports 
content based upon analyzing a sporting event such as football or ice hockey. There is often a 
pre-game and post-game show, with broadcasters breaking down statistical information 
surrounding the opposing teams to predict odds or preview what is to come next. One does not 
need to catch the spontaneous sporting event at all as long as they catch either one of the pseudo-
events covering it, and some may even default to catching the highlights of a given sporting 
event as to avoid any mundane parts of the game in favor of observing the most exciting actions 
that occurred all at once. The play-by-play by expert commentators makes for a more enriching 
experience to the consumer of the pseudo-event that would not occur through simply watching 
the game in real time.  
 Sixth, pseudo-events “are more sociable, more conversable, and more convenient to 
witness” than spontaneous events (Boorstin, 1961/1987, p. 40). Pseudo-events act as a common 
center amongst persons, with excitable content causing conversation around proverbial water 
coolers everywhere. Thus, Boorstin distinguishes pseudo-events from spontaneous events in this 
seventh way: pseudo-events serve as the “common discourse” of a given historical moment, with 
knowledge of these events acting as a test of being informed (p. 40). There are even pseudo-
events in the form of quiz shows designed around this common discourse, with the objective of 




 Eighth and finally, pseudo-events possess the ability to generate more pseudo-events in a 
way that spontaneous events cannot accomplish. The 21st century demonstrates this notion 
clearly with the case of reaction videos on YouTube, a popular video sharing social medium 
discussed previously within this section. In a reaction video, a person or group of people film 
their first encounter with a cultural artifact, such as a piece of music, television show, or object. 
After this video is posted for the world to see, the subject at the center of the reaction video (be it 
a musician, artist, or other celebrity) now has the opportunity to create their own pseudo-event 
reaction, such as is the case of the video “Teens React To Billie Eilish Reacts To Teens React To 
Billie Eilish” (FBE, 2019). One might also consider the reality television show as a pseudo-event 
that keeps on giving, such is the case with the long running romantic series “The Bachelor,” in 
which the finalist who is not chosen as the winner moves on to become the next “Bachelor” or 
“Bachelorette” for another filmed and produced shot at love. 
 As Boorstin’s differentiations suggest, spontaneity in a world of pseudo-events is no 
longer welcome or sought out. Boorstin (1961/1987) further attends to this notion through 
discussing modern travel as a pseudo-event rather than an opportunity to encounter a world 
unlike one’s own backyard. Boorstin (1961/1987) states that “our travels have not, it seems, 
made us noticeably more cosmopolitan or more understanding of other peoples…rather, the 
travel experience itself has been transformed” into something more “diluted, contrived, [and] 
prefabricated” than what pre-television era travel looked like (p. 79). Boorstin describes an 
understanding of travel that asks for strangeness on demand: one should not have to venture past 
the gates of their resorts and vacation homes in order to experience both the Old World and 
comforts of home: the consumer of pseudo-events expects “the whole world be made a stage” for 




and difficult experiences expected to mold someone into a more well-rounded person; now, 
Boorstin (1961/1987) asserts we no longer live in a world of traveler’s and instead act as passive 
tourists, making travel more of a “spectator sport” than an athletic event (p. 84). Instead of 
trekking through the locale ourselves, we expect to be able to purchase pre-planned experiences 
to house all of the excitement and none of the risk of a spontaneous event: never unpleasant, but 
always exciting. Of course, no traveling experience is without its risks, but Boorstin notes the 
ability to purchase insurance for any unexpected unpleasantries that arise. He refers to this as a 
defining feature of tourism: “when the traveler’s risks are insurable, he has become a tourist” 
(Boorstin, 1961/1987, p. 91). Even more of a pseudo-event for travel is the cruise, where one 
sails from exotic location to exotic location without ever needing to experience muddling 
through a foreign language or potentially embarrassing situations by not knowing the customs. 
The tourist yearns to experience a strangeness that others have already confirmed for them, 
seeking caricature over authenticity. Who better to show the tourist which encounters to endure 
than the human pseudo-event? 
 Overall, pseudo-events find salience within this current historical moment where screens 
are everywhere and attached to the masses who continually search for ways to be entertained. 
Even the news is a pseudo-event, where the infamous phrase, “if it bleeds, it leads” still finds 
importance. For the news of the 21st century, entertainment and quickness of information takes 
precedence over the information itself. Boorstin (1961/1987) notes that the need to avoid “dead 
time” on radio and television platforms resulted in the notion of having to be always on, with 
soundbites finding more prevalence for viewers and listeners than well thought out conversation. 
We see this in hyper form with social media such as Vine or TikTok, where users can only post 




further. Boorstin (1961/1987) states that the prevalence of fast-paced pseudo-events contribute to 
the importance of having pseudo-qualifications, where not only are the events we find interest in 
fabricated for the purpose of advertisement and entertainment, but the people we publicly revere 
become pseudo-events themselves.  
 Pseudo-events come in human form when one considers the celebrity. Boorstin 
(1961/1987) does not utilize monetary markers to define who a celebrity is; rather, he defines the 
celebrity as “a person who is known for his well-knownness” (p. 57). For Boorstin (1961/1987), 
a celebrity is a human pseudo-event carefully cultivated in order to “satisfy our exaggerated 
expectations of human greatness” (p. 58). The celebrity is upheld by the public who enjoys the 
spectacle of fame for fame’s sake, purchasing records, watching films, and subscribing to 
YouTube channels of those who artificially share every aspect of their lives. The human pseudo-
event thus must be beyond human; that is, they must carefully cultivate their lives in such a way 
that is interesting and consumable to the masses. In a social world where one seeks to build up 
mirrors through consumption (Lasch 1979/1991), the human pseudo-event serves a major role in 
providing which images to emulate. Unfortunately for us, the human pseudo-event is not heroic 
in nature: Boorstin (1961/1987) states that the qualities upheld by these celebrities “are in fact a 
new category of human emptiness” (p. 49) rather than upholding morally virtuous acts.  
 Boorstin (1961/1987) laments the lost heroes of old, where exemplary persons such as 
Abraham Lincoln and William Shakespeare came into notoriety due to their excellence rather 
than through popularity alone. A hero encompasses a particular mythos of a struggle and 
departure, a victory of some sort, and a return to society: such is the case of major athletic events 
such as the Olympics. However, the hero in the age of the pseudo-event does not encapsulate the 




(Boorstin, 1961/1987). Rather than due to a demonstrated struggle to obtain greatness, the human 
pseudo-event comes into acclaim because they represent an “elevate[d]” version of ourselves: 
much like Lasch (1979/1991) suggests of a narcissistic culture, Boorstin expresses that 
celebrities’ abilities to represent the masses or uphold “popular [rather than moral] virtues” we 
would like to see in ourselves becomes the sole reason for their notoriety, regardless of how they 
took to the spotlight in the first place (p. 50). The best of celebrities become known as “stars,” 
the most visible and acclaimed human pseudo-events who find themselves at the center of 
popular culture (Boorstin, 1961/1987).  
 Stars are a level above the normal celebrity, considered celebrities among celebrities 
whose image alone was enough to drive sales and acclaim for particular products and 
entertainment projects (Boorstin, 1961/1987). Boorstin (1961/1987) states that movie-goers of 
the Graphic Revolution were not “satisfied by anonymous idols”: people wished to see those 
with particular attributes deemed “publicizable,” with typecasting abound, based upon the 
loveable characteristics of these stars that sold (pp. 157-58). Stars as human pseudo-events were 
able to generate more pseudo-events in the form of fan clubs and magazine covers and features 
aimed at generating more publicity and revenue for the press agency and the stars themselves 
(Boorstin, 1961/1987). Essentially, it did not matter what role, music genre, or actions the star 
found themselves a part of: as long as the particular characteristics of the star remained intact, 
the pseudo-event stayed alive as personality trumped the work itself.  
 Celebrities and stars possess the ability to direct people to other pseudo-events and 
products to consume—because people are obsessed with the notion of celebrity, brand 
endorsements provided by them are quite profitable. Boorstin (1961/1987) notes the dual 




fan magazines or exclusive support particular products and brands by appearing in their 
advertisements or using their items in public places. One could consider the studio-bound actors 
and actresses who sign contracts to solely appear in movies and shows that come out of a 
particular institution such as MGM, Disney, or Viacom as a kind of human pseudo-event that 
helps other pseudo-events profit. According to Olenski (2016) of Forbes Magazine, the human 
pseudo-event’s sheer existence alongside certain brands and organizations almost instantly 
increases profits by as much as 4%, making influencers and celebrities perfect advertising and 
public relations tools. The interest in what a human pseudo-event does or consumes in their spare 
time brings fans and followers into conversation with brands and institutions they may not have 
encountered otherwise, making the social media influencer’s role in the Web 2.0 environment of 
major import for integrated marketing communication efforts: a human pseudo-event provides a 
firm foundation for propaganda in the form of integrated marketing communication to reach a 
highly targeted audience in ways traditional marketing efforts fail to accomplish. This type of 
propaganda finds explication in the scholarship of Ellul, who provides a theoretical foundation 
for understanding integrated marketing communication in this light.  
Ellul and Propaganda 
 It is important to note that a pseudo-event is not in and of itself a form of propaganda, 
according to Boorstin (1961/1987). Boorstin (1961/1987) explicates the differences between 
pseudo-events and propaganda, stating that where propaganda is straightforward and simplistic, 
pseudo-events are more ambiguous and complex: “Propaganda oversimplifies experience, 
pseudo-events overcomplicate it” (p. 35). Where pseudo-events seek to over-explain and quench 
one’s desire for information acquisition in an entertaining format, propaganda utilizes pathos to 




understand when considering the social media influencer because they both exist as a pseudo-
event and utilize propagandist approaches in order to make their incomes.  
 The notion of propaganda has found in-depth exploration by a myriad of philosophers 
and scholars. For instance, Arendt ties propaganda to the notion of totalitarianism. In The 
Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt seeks to understand how totalitarianism takes hold of “the 
human community” (Arnett, 2013, p. 29). What Arendt (1948/1968) finds is that totalitarianism 
works to circumvent an Other’s ability and right to aid in the crafting of the public sphere. 
According to Arnett (2013), “the final objective of totalitarianism is directing, stabilizing, and 
changing a given social space in opposition to the marginalized Other” (p. 30). A totalitarian 
regime works to flatten diverse understandings of reality, attempting to eradicate any semblance 
of dissent or difference (Arnett, 2013).  
Totalitarian dictators seek to align themselves with the masses via fear and terror, 
“inviting a mob to direct its passion toward a single cause or goal” (Arnett, 2013, p. 42). This 
unflinching loyalty carried out by a mob seeks to carry out a movement that works to 
“undermine actively existing institutions” (Arnett, 2013, p. 43) and reshape reality through 
propaganda put forth by an ideological leader (Arendt, 1948/1968). These propagandist 
statements find consideration as “foolproof” against arguments based in any other reality 
(Arendt, 1948/1968, p. 363). According to Arendt (1948/1968), the movement is essential to 
push this propagandist reality—without it, the regime fails. In its organization, totalitarianism 
seeks “to turn reality into fiction” (Arnett, 2013, p. 44). Arendt (1948/1968) notes that once the 
movement based in propagandist lie takes hold, the goal is then to weave the lie as a new reality 
with which the totalitarian regime can live. This new reality is without any semblance of 




In Ellul’s (1962/1973) work, he provides a survey of the major definitions for 
propaganda, looking to the likes of Harold Lasswell, the Institute for Propaganda Analysis, 
Italian author Antonio Miotto, American propaganda specialist Leonard W. Doob, and even 
famous public relations specialist Edward Bernays to get an overall understanding of what 
propaganda is, deciding that not one definition provides enough insight into the term. Ultimately, 
Ellul (1962/1973) defines propaganda as “a set of methods employed by an organized group that 
wants to bring about the active or passive participation in its actions of a mass of individuals, 
psychologically unified through psychological manipulations and incorporated in an 
organization” (p. 61). Ellul’s work is central to understanding propaganda from a media 
ecological perspective because he asserts the prevalence of this rhetorical act emerging out of the 
media machine of what he calls the technological society: mass media makes propaganda 
possible; without it, propaganda cannot flourish. Thus, Ellul’s insights about propaganda are 
most important to this project due to the situatedness of the social media influencer within a 
particular medium. Although Ellul’s project is situated within the 1960s, much like the work of 
Boorstin, the insights are of relevance within the 21st century, where mass media is at the center 
of discursive action.  
Ellul (1962) situates propaganda in his understanding of la technique, described as a 
“technical milieu” that is “artificial…autonomous…self-determining,” progresses in an infinite 
direction with no ends in sight, hyper-focuses on the “accumulation of means,” and possesses the 
ability to “solve any technical problem in isolation,” separating the parts from the whole (p. 394). 
Ellul (1962) states that all of society finds situatedness within this modern technological milieu; 
one cannot escape the constraints of this technological society as our notion of choice is “already 




instance, when an issue emerges surrounding the technical milieu (i.e. urban over-crowding, 
pollution, self-autonomous vehicles, etc.), the solutions proposed incorporate more technique and 
therefore more means rather than aiming toward any end (Ellul, 1962).   
Ellul (1962/1973) includes psychological action, psychological warfare, re-education and 
brainwashing, and public and human relations in his description of propaganda. He notes that his 
readers may be surprised to see public and human relations as a category of something 
considered so nefarious, but Ellul (1962/1973) maintains that the purpose of these activities is to 
“adapt the individual to a society, a living standard, to an activity” in the hopes of making them 
conform to a particular institutionalized norm (p. xiii). Ellul’s treatment of advertising and public 
relations as a form of propaganda is of major import when considering the social media 
influencer, whose essential job function is utilizing their personalities and lifestyles in order to 
sell products and services for brands and organizations. Although not necessarily as dangerous as 
the propaganda Arendt critiques in her explication of totalitarianism, one finds her description of 
propaganda quite similar to Ellul’s approach: the aim of propaganda is to address a lonely crowd 
in a way that encourages conformity to a particular institution (Ellul, 1962/1973). Ellul 
(1962/1973) paints the lonely crowd as a group comprised of separate individuals rather than 
united under a particular narrative ground, described by Arnett and Arneson (1999) as a set of 
practices tied to a story with corporate agreement. This is a defining aspect of a technological 
society that treats an overall gestalt as something easily individualized and picked apart, piece by 
piece.  
Ellul (1962/1973) argues that modern propaganda utilizes mass means in order to exploit 
the individual, tugging at their need for belonging and self-affirmation. Mass media acts as an 




technical means at this disposal—the press, radio, TV, movies, posters, meetings, door-to-door 
canvassing,” and now social media (Ellul, 1962/1973, p. 9). Much like the integrated marketing  
communication techniques beginning to find utilization in the 1980s (Schultz & Schultz, 2000), 
Ellul recognizes the need for the propagandist to infiltrate all areas of mass communication, as 
each medium affords a different tone or set of constraints on the message. This aligns with 
McLuhan’s (1964/1994) understanding of media as an extension of some human sensation, 
altering the content of the medium and thus one’s understanding of the message. Ellul 
(1962/1973) states that “a word spoken on the radio is not the same, does not produce the same 
effect, does not have the same impact as the identical word spoken in private conversation or in a 
public speech before a large crowd” (p. 10). The nature of the medium influences the message, 
making the use of several, if not all forms of mass media of major import not only for the 
propagandist, but for the integrated marketing professional as well, which Ellul claims to be one 
and the same.  
Ellul (1962/1973) also explicates the necessity of conformity and indoctrination for 
propaganda to take hold—this occurs within the technological society through the school system 
and religious participation where conformity is taught, positively reinforced, and expected. At 
this juncture, one must consider if all institutional messaging acts as a form of propaganda: if 
there needs to be some corporate buy-in for an institution’s success, can there be anything other 
than propaganda keeping these narratives together? Both Ellul (1962/1973) and Arendt 
(1958/1998) solve this issue by stating that there is no room for dissent or conflict when 
entrenched within a propagandist movement. The idea of a living or questionable narrative that 
Bellah et al. (1991) explicate in their The Good Society is not an option for those situated within 




Ellul (1962/1973) distinguishes between covert and overt propaganda. Covert propaganda 
does not showcase the fact that it is attempting to persuade and influence someone into taking up 
a certain position or joining a particular group: the individual is not aware of any means to move 
them to a particular ideology or action. This kind of propaganda is defined as “black 
propaganda” (Ellul, 1962/1973). “White propaganda,” or overt propaganda, is the direct 
opposite: Ellul (1962/1973) states that this kind of propaganda is “open and aboveboard,” even 
naming a Ministry of Propaganda and explaining the efforts of the propaganda being produced, 
making the public aware of the persuasive influences they find themselves under (p. 15). Ellul 
states that the successful propagandist needs to utilize both white and black propaganda in their 
efforts, with black propaganda pushing one’s followers in a particular direction and white 
propaganda acting as a symbol of power and strength; of course, Ellul recognizes that white 
propaganda also acts as cover for black propaganda, creating a façade of transparency while 
actually influencing the masses through other means. One could see this interplay innocently on 
display with a 2016 Sprite commercial that breaks the fourth wall with basketball star Lebron 
James alluding to the fact that he was in a commercial advertising a product (Lakers Basketball, 
2016).  
While James assures people that he would not tell people to drink a Sprite, even if he 
were in a commercial advertising it, and even if someone was eating a spicy meal and had a cool, 
refreshing Sprite within reach, black and white propaganda work together to ultimately work to 
convince the audience to drink Sprite. As James explains that he would simply ask someone if 
they wanted a Sprite rather than telling them to, the viewer gets crisp and clean imagery of 
people drinking and enjoying Sprite, making the beverage look refreshing and welcoming. This 




(1962/1973) requirement that propaganda must be repeated continuously across multiple 
platforms in a way in which the viewer cannot escape it and, ultimately, be driven to either 
passive or active participation in the brand.  
Ellul (1962/1973) distinguishes active and passive participation in propaganda as central 
to its effectiveness among persons. While public opinion is important for propaganda to build 
upon, mere changing of opinion would do little good to the propagandist—this is why 
participation is key to a piece of propaganda’s success. Active participation for Ellul (1962/1973) 
is a clear mobilization into action of the intended audience. On the other hand, passive 
participation is the notion of psychologically supporting the propagandist’s notions and ideas. 
Ellul (1962/1973) argues that this differs from mere opinion because this passive participation 
can work to incite others into action; for instance, Ellul provides the example of applause or 
cheering for a particular sports team or politician as emboldening the cause, creating change in 
the environment and therefore change in action. In fact, Ellul (1962/1973) states that major 
public opinion should not be deconstructed for propaganda, and instead built upon in order to 
sway an audience.  
The propagandist should be aware of all existing opinions, stereotypes, and sentiments of 
the audience they are attempting to manipulate (Ellul, 1962/1973). In integrated marketing 
communication terms, the propagandist needs to be aware of the demographics and 
psychographics of their intended audience. Additionally, propaganda should address a particular 
need, generally attached to one of four myths: 1) our central aim in life is happiness; 2) man is 
inherently good; 3) the world develops in endless progress; and 4) everything is made up of 
matter (Ellul, 1962/1973). The propagandist should seize upon a given exigency for their 




notes that “the propagandist must remember that collective life is most intense where it revolves 
around a focus of interest,” creating a closer connection with what modern branding and 
marketing looks like today (p. 52). Finally, Ellul (1962/1973) discusses the importance of the 
truth for propaganda, departing from Arendt’s understanding of the rhetorical act by stating that 
there is an interplay between facts and intentions and interpretations for this kind of work. Ellul 
(1962/1973) discusses advertising here, noting that in marketing propaganda, advertisers stick to 
local facts, or commonly held beliefs, but can spin it in particular ways similar to Bernays’s 
notion of crystallizing public opinion. For instance, a marketing propagandist could assert that a 
particular claim is untrue if it is difficult to prove correct, provide a presentation of facts and 
respond with silence when questioned, or utilize enthymeme as a rhetorical device in order to get 
the audience to believe a  particular claim or truth (Ellul, 1962/1973).  
When delving into Arendt’s understanding of lying as propaganda, Ellul (1962/1973) ties 
it to the notion of influencing interpretations and intentions. He provides the following on this 
method of propaganda: “the propagandist will accuse [the enemy or Other] of the very intention 
that he himself has and of trying to commit to the very crime that he himself is about to commit” 
(Ellul, 1962/1973, p. 58). In other words, a propagandist will twist the reality of a situation in 
order to mask intentions or alter an audience’s interpretation of what might actually be going on. 
Much like covert and overt propaganda, the propagandist will utilize both factual and 
intention/interpretation techniques in building their messages in order to direct their audience to 
some form of action.  
Ellul’s treatment of propaganda in his text leaves the reader asking what one can do—if 
propaganda emerges out of a technological society, is there a way to escape it? Ellul (1962/1973) 




propaganda, making society seemingly entrapped within these acts of persuasion no matter what 
they attempt to do. However, Ellul (1962/1973) argues that this attitude will not aid in this 
seemingly woeful situation: much like Boorstin in consideration of pseudo-events, Ellul stresses 
the need for serious awareness and reflection on the current influences of propaganda one finds 
themselves under in order to combat and defend themselves against this psychologically defined 
attack. This call to reflection is of even more import with the advent of social media than it was 
in either Ellul or Boorstin’s time of writing.  
As stated within this section, integrated marketing efforts such as advertising and public 
relations fall under the realm of propaganda, for better or for worse. Ellul’s understanding of 
propaganda has found utilization in more current literature to show how integrated marketing 
acts as a propaganda tool to push forward corporate social responsibility, green energy 
(Nakajima, 2001) and political campaigns (Van Vleet, 2014). Newer literature even identifies the 
use of social and new media as an Ellulian method of propaganda for brands and organizations 
(Prier, 2017; van der Laan, 2004). Integrated marketing communication is defined as the 
utilization of “one size fits all tactics with a customized message to members of a much smaller 
target audience in a language they can understand and relate to, and via media they are sure to 
use and see” (Blakeman, 2009, p. 6). Integrated marketing communication efforts which seek to 
spread a particular message based upon demographic and psychographic information to reach a 
particular audience across all mass media platforms finds major connection with Ellul’s 
understanding of propaganda in its tailored, information spinning, ever-present form. The point 
of differentiation for integrated marketing and propaganda comes with the notion of co-creation 




recognizes the transactional, two-way relationship brands and major organizations now have 
with their stakeholders.  
Described by Lusch (2007), social media affords a “marketing-with” approach for 
integrated marketing communication, leaving brands more vulnerable to outside discourse and 
critique. Ellul stresses the importance of message control and removal of dissent for propaganda; 
however, with social media, critique of message is unavoidable. The Internet is ripe with 
polarized discourse, resulting in echo-chambered social media pages where people only follow 
the brands and individuals that they personally agree with. The Internet is ripe with emotivism, 
described by Alasdair MacIntyre (1981/2007) as decision making based upon one’s personal 
preferences rather than based upon the ground under one’s feet. McLuhan (1964/1993) refers to 
electronic media as tribalizing, silo-ing individuals into groups based upon superficial likes and 
dislikes, edging those who disagree out of the proverbial fold. While critiquing, cyberbullying, 
and damaging discourse occurs online, creating a conflictive communicative environment, 
people tend to stick with their herd, fanning the flames when they know they will receive support 
from other like-minded individuals. For Ellul’s propagandist and today’s integrated marketing 
communication practitioner, the social media sphere is fertile ground for propaganda to emerge: 
one need only to target their message carefully and channel it through someone or something 
already belonging to a particular silo. One only needs to request the aid of the social media 
influencer.  
Social Media Influencers, Propaganda, and Human Pseudo-Events 
 As stated within the previous chapter, a social media influencer is an individual who 
makes a living via their social media pages, sharing pieces of their lives, promoting a particular 




and organizations. The social media influencer capitalizes on a hyper-social world, where public 
and private no longer find separation, displaying their personal lives in order to connect with 
others on a superficial level. Social media influencers make their income by advertising products 
for brands and organizations that they align themselves with, encouraging their followers to 
make a purchase in order to be more like them. The profession of social media influencing is an 
exemplar of Lasch’s understanding of narcissistic culture on steroids—in the follower’s quest to 
build up their own world of mirrors through consumption, the social media influencer capitalizes 
off of them by selling them the most socially acceptable mirrors. When considering the work of 
Boorstin and Ellul in relation to this Web 2.0 profession, one sees an interplay of pseudo-events 
and propaganda emerging. This following asserts the social media influencer as the new human 
pseudo-event who is utilized as a tool for disseminating advertising and public relations 
propaganda. The exemplar of Zoella (Zoe Sugg), a famous British social media influencer, will 
be utilized in order to highlight this interplay of pseudo-event and propaganda in the hyper-
social, digital space.  
 The social media influencer acts as the new human pseudo-event for the 21st century, 
rising above the celebrity endorser due to their seemingly closer relationship to their fans and 
followers. As Boorstin (1961/1987) supplies, a pseudo-event emerges out of a desire for 
entertainment and excitement due to an overabundance of information and a focus on image-
based rhetoric and communication. Instead of prioritizing fact-based information, the constant 
stream of image-based content has shortened our attention spans, fueling an interest in 
distracting, colorful pseudo-events that reel us in wanting more. A social media influencer 
capitalizes on the banality of a social world, turning their lives into a pseudo-event for 




 The lives of celebrities draw interest to those entranced by pseudo-events hoping to 
obtain as much information as possible about those who grace our screens. While the magazine 
had its prime for this in the time of Boorstin’s writing, the social media influencer takes it upon 
themselves to bring their everyday lives to their content—rather than a talent demonstration in 
the form of acting, singing, or writing, the social media influencer makes the content of their 
personal lives the primary spectacle for consumption for fans and followers. Much like Boorstin 
(1961/1987) suggests with the celebrity and star of the 1960s, even if an influencer gets noticed 
at first for a respectable talent or skill, they become human pseudo-events when they begin to 
capitalize on being newsworthy for being newsworthy: their personal lives become the center of 
conversation and bring in the most interest and profitability. One need only look at the social 
media of British influencer, Zoella, to understand this phenomenon clearly.  
 Zoe Sugg, known as Zoella to her followers, is a 29-year-old YouTuber with a following 
of about 11.6 million subscribers (Forbes, 2020). Starting her career by posting videos reviewing 
beauty items that she purchased, Sugg now has her own product line that she includes in her 
daily vlogs (video blogs) showing her day-to-day life living in Brighton, England. Sugg 
represents a human pseudo-event who no longer exists in spontaneity and crafts their lives for 
the most entertaining and profitable outcome. The following will examine Sugg’s actions 
alongside Boorstin’s eight-fold understanding of a pseudo-event as distinct from a naturally 
occurring phenomenon.  
 First, Sugg’s communicative acts in the form of videos and Instagram posts emerge as 
dramatizations for her audience’s entertainment. Everything that goes out to Sugg’s followers is 
pre-planned and strategized for the biggest viewership, especially videos and posts that come off 




recent years on her YouTube channel. The original video in which Sugg highlights her personal 
struggles, posted in 2012, presents itself as a candid, non-produced video, unlike other posts she 
had made prior to this event. However, this genuine appearance does not eliminate the reality 
that this video was planned and carefully produced in a manner to increase the drama 
surrounding Sugg’s general anxiety disorder. The thumbnail photo viewers see when deciding 
whether or not to click on her post depicts a frowning Sugg giving the camera a thumbs down, 
showcasing that the video takes a negative tone. Later videos surrounding the subject of Sugg’s 
anxiety include a question and answer style video as well as a video giving tips and tricks for 
traveling with anxiety. These videos, even more so than the original post, are carefully planned 
in such a way that the most dramatic and eventful questions and stresses surrounding anxiety 
come up at the most climactic moments, keeping her followers engaged and entertained while 
discussing something as serious as a debilitating mental illness.  
 Second, Boorstin asserts the importance of vividness for a pseudo-event in which only 
the most exciting information and content is utilized in order to paint the most fantastical 
arrangement of events for one’s audience. Sugg and other influencers explicate this quite clearly 
in human form in their yearly “Vlogmas” videos. Each December, hundreds of social media 
influencers take to YouTube for a daily video blog challenge called Vlogmas where each day, 
the influencer produces entertaining and exciting content surrounding the holiday season. Each 
day of December leading up to Christmas, Sugg posts one of these daily vlogs highlighting the 
exciting and newsworthy holiday events she took part in the previous day. These vlogs are edited 
with vividness in mind, with a human pseudo-event like Sugg only showing the social world the 
most exciting and fun parts of her day in order to keep followers interested throughout the entire 




 Third, Boorstin cites the need for repeatability for a pseudo-event that sets it apart from 
spontaneous, naturally occurring situations. Sugg’s repeatability emerges not only in her yearly 
Vlogmas videos, as previously discussed, but also in the format of her videos and posts. 
Influencers are not considered a jack of all trades, otherwise they would not have the capacity to 
meet a tailored audience for product endorsements and ad buys. Instead, social media influencers 
are known for a particular type of content that followers find interest in, whether that be music, 
beauty, or even exploring conspiracy theories. For Sugg, her videos and conversations on social 
media center mostly on beauty and lifestyle blogging, inserting personal information about her 
life along the way. The repeatability factor for this kind of human pseudo-event lies in shopping 
haul videos, “get ready with me” vlogs, and heavily filtered imagery that pulls the audience in, 
making them yearn for that lifestyle themselves. Sugg’s life is branded in a particular style, 
making her videos and posts distinctly hers yet easing viewers minds with an abundance of 
similar content over the years.  
 Fourth, the monetary component of a pseudo-event comes alive in human form through 
the sheer documentation required in a social media influencer’s life. In addition to the money 
spent fabricating exciting moments in her life to film and share with the world, Sugg spends 
money on camera, lighting, and editing equipment in order to create that content. People who are 
not human pseudo-events, aside from the purchase of their smartphones, usually do not pay for 
expensive production equipment when taking photos or videos to share with friends and 
family—the photos and videos are taken in the moment and, aside from the odd Christmas card 
photo, are situated within some real event or occurrence. Sugg spends money in order to not only 
create exciting events to post about, but also pays to ensure her photos and videos come off as 




must undergo to keep their appearances looking polished and camera ready for their followers: 
with the pressure of cameras constantly surrounding them, more and more influencers are 
seeking out plastic surgery and other cosmetic procedures to showcase a perfect image online, 
encouraging an increase in these procedures within the past decade (Tolentino, 2019).  
 When considering Boorstin’s fifth characteristic for pseudo-events, the idea that the event 
is more intelligible or trustworthy than something naturally occurring, we can return to Sugg’s 
anxiety focused videos and posts. Rather than do medical research on something serious as 
generalized anxiety disorder, followers of Sugg simply take her word for what this condition is, 
potentially self-diagnosing themselves in the process. Her retelling of her experiences with 
anxiety disorder acts as an autoethnographic engagement, inviting others to learn from first-hand 
account rather than perhaps seeking treatment themselves. For example, on one of her first 
anxiety videos, a viewer left the following comment: “Please do an updated anxiety video! I’m 
really struggling [at the moment] and in need of some Zoe wisdom xx” (Eleanor Grace, 2018). 
Another notes that they were experiencing an anxiety attach and watched the video for help 
(Karolina Surbutaite, 2018), and many ask Sugg questions about if their perceived anxiety 
symptoms are normal, even years after the video was posted.  
 Sugg’s life as a human pseudo-event finds salience with Boorstin’s sixth and seventh 
characteristics of pseudo-events as a sociable experience that becomes part of the common 
discourse. As stated earlier in this section, Sugg currently enjoys over 11 million subscribers on 
her YouTube channel. Her second major social media outlet, Instagram, has over nine million 
followers, making her an extremely popular influencer on both platforms. Sugg is continually at 
the center of conversation, especially with British and UK crowds, discussing her beauty tips, 




loved ones (iNabber, 2019). Her inclusion in this chapter also serves as a representation of her 
visibility in the common popular discourse. Sugg’s popularity also allows her to fulfill Boorstin’s 
final characteristic for a pseudo-event: the ability to generate more pseudo-events.  
 Sugg not only creates pseudo-events in the form of videos about her and magazine and 
newspaper articles considering her net worth and style choices; she also creates other human 
pseudo-events through engaging with friends and family in a social setting. Both her boyfriend 
and brother make a living as social media influencers, with Sugg earning the most money off of 
the profession in addition to having the biggest follower base amongst the three. Sugg’s star 
power as a human pseudo-event drums up interest for those that are personally involved in her 
life, spawning an ever-growing list of new pseudo-events for her audience to consume and enjoy. 
This is apparent in many social media influencers’ and celebrities’ lives, where people associated 
with them gain notoriety themselves simply for being seen with the original star. The human 
pseudo-event thus has the capability to generate non-human and human pseudo-events in their 
display of their lives, becoming lucrative indeed for brands and organizations to partner with for 
propaganda in the form of advertising and public relations.  
 A social media influencer primarily makes their living through the creation of sponsored 
content: videos and social media posts that brands pay influencers to generate in order to profit 
off of the star power these human pseudo-events possess. These sponsored posts can occur 
through Ellul’s understanding of black or white propaganda: Sugg has partaken in both forms.  
The following will explicate Sugg’s use of black and white propaganda in her creation of 
sponsored content.  
 Sugg and other social media influencers partake in white propaganda, or propaganda that 




sponsored content. On an Instagram post, the use of #sponsored or #ad clearly indicates to one’s 
followers that the influencer was paid for the promotion of the product they are lauding online. 
Sugg has done this kind of disclosure on her Instagram when posting a vivid image of her 
wearing a Daniel Wellington watch in late 2019, writing “AD” in large letters before digging 
into the actual caption accompanying the post. This kind of white propaganda clearly signals to 
Sugg’s followers that she is being paid to tell them about this product, serving as a warning to 
not trust her words on the face of it and purchase the watch simply because she approved of it. 
The previous chapter discussed a social media influencers’ followers’ willingness to blindly 
purchase anything they are prompted to in order to build up the correct Laschian mirror only to 
be disappointed by the product’s quality after the fact. The use of white propaganda in the form 
of “#ad” or clearly stating which brands have sponsored a video or post aids in the prevention of 
those instant purchasing decisions that black propaganda encourages.  
  Social media influencers also partake in black propaganda, or propaganda in which the 
audience is not aware they are being manipulated or sold to. Influencers do this when they create 
content in support of a product, brand, or institution without disclosing they were paid to do so. 
The major example of this come from Fyre Festival, in which major influencers were paid to 
post a bright orange square on their Instagram pages with the hashtag #FyreFestival 
accompanied with text about their excitement for the event without any indication that it was a 
paid post. This encouraged hundreds of people to pay to go to a festival that was destined for 
failure. This case study will be studied more in depth later within this project, but it serves as a 
clear exemplar of black propaganda for integrated marketing communication. Sugg has also 




 On her YouTube page, Sugg is usually very clear about what is sponsored content and 
what is more organic. However, when promoting her own grouping of products, the “AD” 
wording is nowhere in sight, and instead is posted under the guise of a life update, crossing over 
into pseudo-event territory. For instance, in her video, Splash Botanics Launch Day, Sugg takes 
her followers along to witness the reveal of her new product line, fulfilling their desire to know 
every aspect of her life surrounding this new venture (2018). However, while followers walk 
away feeling more personally involved in Sugg’s life, Sugg herself was quietly promoting her 
product in the process of taking her followers along. A savvy consumer would recognize this, but 
for Sugg’s young fans and followers, this form of black propaganda leaves them vulnerable to 
make a purchasing decision based upon supporting someone they consider close to rather than 
doing research on the product and considering if it was something they actually need. This 
occurs commonly with beauty YouTubers, who often receive public relations packages 
containing full makeup and beauty collections in order to post about them online. Followers of 
beauty YouTubers take their opinions on makeup seriously—a simple mention of a particular 
product can send people in droves to that brand, increasing sales and encouraging more of these 
black propaganda efforts. The word of the human pseudo-event can make or break a product, 
making their role in integrated marketing propaganda of major import for brands and 
organization.  
 Through this explication of Zoe Sugg’s role as a major social media influencer, one can 
see the connection between Boorstin’s human pseudo-event and Ellul’s understanding of 
propaganda. Social media influencers partake in integrated marketing communication efforts in 
order to keep their profession alive, thus cultivating fertile ground for product placement and 




alone (Scott, 2017), both white and black propaganda encouraging the use of products and 
services from particular brands will climb as well. With this in mind, one needs to consider why 
the social media influencer is so crucial to this process—why should brands prioritize the use of 
these human pseudo-events at all, and instead focus on inserting products in movies and 
television shows to reach a wider audience? The answer lies in the parasocial relationship the 
social media influencer has with their followers, fueled by their charismatic personalities. The 
next chapter explores this parasocial relationship more fully, explicating the role of charismatic 
rhetoric in solidifying a social media personality as a major influencer, which allows them to 
reach and communicate with their followers in ways that non-digital celebrities could never 
attain. With this relationship at the forefront of most social media interaction, propaganda by 
integrated marketing communication professionals reigns supreme, with communication ethics 















Chapter Three—The Power of the Social: Charismatic Leadership, Parasocial 
Relationships, and the Social Media Influencer 
 The social media influencer is a powerful force for advertising and public relations 
efforts due to their status as a human pseudo-event. One must tread carefully when engaging 
with communicative acts uttered by a social media influencer online as it is never clear whether 
one is subject to integrated marketing communication efforts in the form of black propaganda. 
The central question that emerges from this designation of social media influencer as 
implementer of marketing propaganda can be summed up with the following question: Why are 
social media influencers so powerful in their engagement with others that brands and 
organizations willingly pay them for a simple Tweet or Instagram post supporting their products? 
The answer lies in understanding parasocial relationships and charismatic leadership, explored 
thoroughly in communication literature.  
 This chapter seeks to understand the interplay between charismatic rhetoric and 
parasocial relationships, as demonstrated by the social media influencer. The first section, 
“Charismatic Leadership,” provides overview of the rhetorical force of charisma in leadership 
communication, identifying the social media influencer as an opinion leader in the online space 
who wields this communicative tool for social gain. Second, “Parasocial Relationships,” 
discusses the literature surrounding this communicative phenomenon, primarily working to 
understand the role of the parasocial relationship for integrated marketing communication. The 
third and final section, “Charismatic Leadership, Parasocial Relationships, and The Success of 
Social Media Influencer Marketing,” underscores the relationship between charismatic 
leadership and parasocial interaction, with implications emerging for the engagement with and 




the why behind the how of social media influencer marketing as it explicates the communicative 
gestalt surrounding the social media influencer.  
Charismatic Leadership 
 The utilization of charismatic rhetoric is considered a model for great leadership within 
the realm of organizational communication and leadership studies (Crant & Bateman, 2000; 
Conger, Kanungo, & Menon, 2000; Javidan & Waldman, 2003; Howell & Shamir, 2005). Some 
of the most influential people of the 21st century are known charismatic leaders, including the 
likes of Steve Jobs, Barack Obama, and even Oprah. Charismatic leaders work to embolden their 
followers, instilling feelings of confidence for themselves and the visions they work to achieve. 
While charismatic leadership motivates people to accomplish great things, it can also cause 
gruesome action under the guise of a revolution. Hitler, Mussolini, and the infamous cult leader 
Jim Jones1 were all considered charismatic leaders who motivated their followers to commit 
horrific acts in the name of the visions they espoused. Social media influencers are considered 
charismatic leaders within the social media space, calling for further understanding of the 
phenomenon. The following offers a brief review of charismatic leadership, highlighting the 
traits of charismatic leaders and their influence on their follower bases, whether for good or for 
ill.  
 Conger and Kanungo (1998) provide a thorough explication of charismatic leadership in 
their book, Charismatic Leadership in Organizations, highlighting the history of this leadership 
style as well as identifying major characteristics and effects associated with it. Their original 
text, Charismatic Leadership (1988), helped generate this subset of organizational studies, which 
                                                   
1 Jim Jones (1931–1978) was the infamous cult leader of the Peoples Temple who, through his charismatic 
leadership, convinced over 900 people to engage in a mass murder-suicide in 1978 at his compound, known widely 




has now blossomed into a robust field. Conger and Kanungo (1998) state that charismatic leaders 
“receive higher performance ratings, are seen as more effective leaders than others holding 
leadership positions, and have more highly motivated and more satisfied followers than others in 
similar positions” (p. 4). Additionally, Conger and Kanungo (1998) state that charismatic leaders 
possess visioning behavior, utilize unconventional and creative actions, demonstrate effective 
interpersonal communication, exude trustworthiness, display feelings of self-respect and respect 
toward others, and are unafraid to take personal risks for the sake of accomplishing their vision. 
Throughout the text, Conger and Kanungo (1998) offer research reports on the state of 
charismatic leadership studies from the late 1980s up until 1998, highlighting the gaps in 
research for others to fill. The following helps fill in the gaps left by early charismatic leadership 
research through a review of more recent literature surrounding the rhetorical phenomenon. 
 Crant and Bateman (2000) explore the connections between proactive personality and 
charismatic leadership, utilizing a social scientific method surveying 156 managers who rated 
their own charismatic leadership and in-role behavior, finding an interplay between proactive 
personality and charismatic leadership. The authors define charismatic leadership as a term 
referring to extraordinary leadership that mostly emerges and finds success within business 
organizations as well as political, religious, and social groups (Crant & Bateman, 2000). The 
utilization of charismatic leadership is transformational and inspirational for one’s followers, 
with charisma acting as the center of personality rather than more logocentric traits. According to 
Crant and Bateman (2000), other traits for charismatic leadership include prosocial assertiveness, 
creativity and innovation, risk-seeking propensity, self-confidence, social sensitivity, and 
sensitivity to follower needs. Charismatic leaders tend to “engage in impression management 




and to set high expectations for follower performance” (Crant & Bateman, 2000, p. 64). A 
charismatic leader attempts to lead by example, showcasing how they wish their followers and 
employees to act in order to mold a group into their image. In the world of Web 2.0, social media 
influencers utilize charismatic leadership in order to relate to their followers and encourage them 
to become more like them through the purchase of branded merchandise and products that 
sponsor their content. The goal of charismatic leadership in this way is to alter one’s followers’ 
sense of self to align more with the leader’s agenda, examined more fully by Shamir, House, and 
Arthur (1993). 
Shamir, House, and Arthur (1993) explore the motivational effects of charismatic 
leadership, finding that “charismatic leadership has its effects by strongly engaging followers’ 
self-concepts in the interest of the mission articulated by the leader” (p. 577). The authors note 
how charismatic or transformational leaders motivate followers from engaging in self-interests to 
focusing on collective interests by attending to their needs, values, preferences, and aspirations 
(Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). According to Shamir, House, and Arthur (1993), charismatic 
leaders motivate their followers by “increasing the intrinsic valence of effort…increasing effort-
accomplishment expectancies…increasing the intrinsic valence of goal 
accomplishment…instilling faith in a better future…[and] creating personal commitment” 
through role-modeling and framing (pp. 582-84). As the leader becomes the “representative 
character” for an organization or group, followers begin to organize their lives and aspirations 
around the institution the leader is situated within (Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993). Overall, by 
“linking behavior to followers’ self-concepts, internalized values, and cherished identities,” 
charismatic leaders motivate their followers into falling in line behind the organizations’ needs 




organization represented through their charismatic rhetoric is their own brand, and the way to fall 
in line is through consumption of promoted products and services. The relationship between a 
charismatic leader and their followers is of major import for motivating a group, with the goal of 
uniting under a common purpose a major factor for success.  
 Conger, Kanungo, and Menon (2000) further the literature surrounding the relationship 
between followers and charismatic leadership with their scholarly study, finding that the 
followers’ understanding of collective identity and how they felt they accomplished a task is in 
part affected by charismatic leadership. When considering charismatic leadership, Conger, 
Kanungo, and Menon (2000) state that this kind of leadership is attributed by employees or 
followers’ perception of a leader: “the observed behavior of the leader is interpreted by followers 
as expressions of charisma in the same sense as a leader’s behaviors reflect that individual’s 
participative, people, and task orientations” (p. 748). Charismatic leadership, therefore, emerges 
from one’s followers’ perceptions of the leader’s extraordinary ability to motivate others toward 
a common goal. When followers recognize charismatic attributes in their leader, their attitudes, 
values, and behaviors will fall in line with what the leader wants from them. Thus, a leader’s 
charismatic behavior influences followers “a) towards the manager as a leader and b) towards 
themselves as subordinate and their task efforts” (Conger, Kanungo, & Menon, 2000, p. 749). 
Followers hold reverence, trust, and satisfaction within their charismatic leaders, making them 
feel empowered and willing to work together to accomplish their tasks (Conger, Kanungo, & 
Menon, 2000). This notion finds confirmation with Javidan and Waldman (2003), who make the 
case that leaders make “a substantial emotional impact” on their followers (p. 229).  
 Javidan and Waldman (2003) assert that charismatic leaders are so influential for their 




subordinates’ self-image and self-confidence…arousing subordinates’ emotional attachment to 
the leader’s espoused values and to the collective” (p. 229). The emotional connection 
charismatic leaders make between work and personal identity create a working environment tied 
to one’s emotional, pathos-infused heartstrings rather than connected to a logical commitment to 
a particular organization (Javidan & Waldman, 2003). For Javidan and Waldman (2003), 
charismatic leadership includes articulating a vision, building credibility that is committed to the 
vision, and creating emotional ties and challenges for followers. The espousal of vision must be 
emotionally impactful in order for followers to “move beyond their self-interest” in favor of 
more collective action (p. 230), emphasizing relational rather than professional commitment to 
one another.  
 Vision espousal for charismatic leadership generally includes a statement about an 
organization not living up to its full potential, a call for transformative change that rectifies what 
is not currently viable, as well as an announcement of the organization’s current constraints and 
potential opportunities for growth (Javidan & Waldman, 2003). Charismatic leaders affect 
change by proclaiming their vision in relation to their followers’ abilities and concerns in relation 
to the opportunities and constraints within their institutional environment (Javidan & Waldman, 
2003). According to Javidan and Waldman (2003), charismatic leaders are thought of as credible 
to their followers because of the way in which they affirm their motivation, enthusiasm, and 
commitment through speech and action, with personality traits such as self-confidence, 
eloquence, high energy and determination, and a desire for change and risk-taking as primary 
attributes. Followers take these personality traits into account in deciding whether one is worth 





 Howell and Shamir (2005) also consider the follower for charismatic leadership, working 
to understand the relational aspects of this power dynamic. The authors proclaim two types of 
charismatic leadership, personalized and socialized, that determine the relationship between a 
charismatic leader and their followers (Howell & Shamir, 2005). According to Howell and 
Shamir (2005), “the essence of the charismatic relationship is strong links between followers’ 
self-concepts and the leader, the collectivity (group, organization, movement) led by the leader, 
and the collective mission” (p. 100). A personalized charismatic relationship considers a 
relational level of self, relying on the follower’s understanding of who they are in relation to 
their leader. A socialized charismatic relationship considers a collective understanding of self 
where the follower relates themselves to the larger group rather than solely to the leader (Howell 
& Shamir, 2005). The authors assert that while the charismatic leader should not be dismissed in 
understanding followers, we can understand how followers have an active role in “determining 
the deleterious and beneficial consequences of charismatic leadership” (Howell & Shamir, 2005, 
p. 110). While this does not remove responsibility from the charismatic leader when an 
organization or group engages in unethical practices, Howell and Shamir (2005) note the 
importance of reflection for followers within a group, understanding how they are identifying 
themselves in relation to either the group or leader, and if they need to be wary of group think in 
decision making under charismatic leadership. This finds connection with Arendt’s assertion for 
reflection within banal environments in order to recognize ethical and unethical participation 
within institutional life (Arnett, 2013).  
 The current communication literature on charismatic leadership is overall positive in 
considering how these kinds of leaders can motivate their followers into working toward 




in order to understand the term fully in its praxis-based consequences on real life. Johnson 
(1979) discusses one such situation where charismatic rhetoric was utilized for ill rather than for 
productive reasons: the case of the People’s Temple, a cult involving the mass suicides in 
Guyana. He first generates a charismatic leadership model, in which a leader adopts particular 
strategies that work to strengthen their leadership position and overcome any precariousness 
associated with it according to Weber (1947). One strategy is to “make the members as 
dependent as possible” on the leader or group for social, emotional, and material needs (Johnson, 
1979, p. 316). This makes groups such as cults or extreme religious sects attractive to others, 
highlighting the danger of ascribing to one narrative for everything: when a narrative reveals 
itself as dark, one cannot escape if they find themselves dependent upon it for everything in their 
lives. These kinds of organizations can upend themselves if members come to resent the leader 
for their dependence on them: “the greater the success of the leader in establishing his/her power 
over subordinates, the greater the likelihood that eventually this power will be resisted” 
(Johnson, 1979, p. 317). Charisma cannot account for everything with this kind of strategy or 
model.  
 A second strategy Johnson (1979) accounts for in charismatic leadership is “seek[ing] 
organizational growth” (p. 317). This is a difficult strategy to maintain because if a group grows 
too exponentially, the leader can no longer have a close relationship with all of their followers, 
making followers less emotionally dependent upon the leader, lessening their overall loyalty to 
them. This notion becomes prevalent with social media influencers when their network grows 
beyond their own means: cyberbullying others on behalf of social media influencers is rarely at 
the request of the slighted influencer and instead is a result of a rabid fan base intent on 




leadership point to the precarity of the leader’s position in such groups, causing them to take 
actions such as delegating authority to an inner circle, or reaching out to the community for 
social change to reinforce their power in the world (Johnson, 1979). There also must be a level of 
tolerance toward sects and cults in society in order to reinforce the solidarity of the group 
towards its leader. This is the reason we see groups like Scientology closing ranks around each 
other while simultaneously utilizing famous followers to explain what good they are doing for 
the world. According to Johnson (1979), this would be considered strengthening or modifying 
the ideology of the group while simultaneously breaking between “necessary task activities and 
socioeconomical activities,” working to intensify the message later (p. 319). Religious groups 
may participate in rituals while more secular groups will have members pledging copious 
amounts of money to the group (such as with NXIVM), with leaders reinforcing the cause 
through their charismatic speeches. Overall, Johnson (1979) states that these strategies work well 
in obtaining more power for a particular ideology, but these acts also possess the potential to go 
pear shaped for the leaders if a strong enough counter-group emerges from the crowd.  
 Johnson’s contribution to the charismatic leadership literature calls one to consider the 
ethicality of this way of organizing. Howell and Avolio (1992) seek to understand this 
connection, working to highlight “a paradox” between the praise associated with charismatic 
leadership and its proclivity to move into unethical business practices. They note that 
“charismatic business leaders are often heralded as corporate heroes by orchestrating 
turnarounds, launching new enterprises, engaging in organizational renewal or change, and 
obtaining extraordinary performance from individuals” (Howell & Avolio, 1992, p. 43). 
However, not all charismatic leaders follow the same ethical standards that one would expect 




with this leadership style is that “charisma can lead to blind fanaticism in the service of 
megalomaniacs and dangerous values, or to heroic self-sacrifice in the service of a beneficial 
cause” (Howell & Avolio, 1992, p. 43). In extreme situations, individuals become enamored with 
and attached to unethical charismatic leadership, finding themselves in cults or groups that 
commit nefarious acts. Howell and Avolio (1992) provide seven major characteristics associated 
with unethical charismatic leadership: 1) using power for personal gain or impacts; 2) promoting 
a personal vision rather than one that aligns with follower needs; 3) censoring critical and 
opposing viewpoints; 4) demanding unquestioning obedience; 5) utilizing one-way 
communication; 6) not considering followers’ needs; and 7) relying on external moral standards 
convenient to their self-interests. These traits result in major impacts for an unethical charismatic 
leader’s followers. 
 Howell and Avolio (1992) assert that while ethical charismatic leadership lifts followers 
up to become leaders themselves, unethical charismatic leadership “undermine[s] followers’ 
motivation and ability to challenge existing views, to engage in self-development, and to develop 
independent perspectives” as their self-worth becomes inextricably tied with that of their leader’s 
personal vision (p. 49). This becomes increasingly more apparent in times of crisis, where 
followers look to leaders for guidance through the organizational storm. Ethical charismatic 
leaders manage crises in a way in which the event is a learning experience for all, helping 
followers become more capable in their abilities to manage difficult situations. The unethical 
charismatic leader stifles differences of perspective within their group, solidifying their personal 
vision, ultimately keeping followers reliant and incapable of moving forward without the 
leader’s word (Howell & Avolio, 1992). In order to circumvent unethical leadership styles, 




demonstrates excellent moral character which one can then model their own behavior from. They 
state that “building internal ethical standards in leaders is a challenging undertaking which 
requires formal codes of ethical conduct, top management who subscribe to and practice ethical 
behavior, systems that reinforce ethical behavior, and role models who exemplify high moral 
standards” (Howell & Avolio, 1992, p. 52). It is this chain of accountability that Howell and 
Avolio (1992) suggest as the best way to curtail amoral leanings in charismatic leadership.  
 Conger and Kanungo (1998) also take time to explore the darker side of charismatic 
leadership, noting that this style of management can produce “disastrous outcomes for both 
followers and organizations” (p. 211). Namely, character flaws of charismatic leaders contribute 
to organizational disaster. Conger and Kanungo (1988) assert that “charismatic leaders can be 
prone to extreme narcissism that leads them to promote highly self-serving and grandiose aims,” 
resulting in leaders’ actions to “become exaggerated, lose touch with reality, or become vehicles 
for pure personal gain” (p. 211). As a result of these character flaws, the organization may 
implode, or followers can be harmed. Further characteristics associated with negative 
charismatic leadership include egoism, affiliative assurance, personal power, personal 
achievement, self-aggrandizement, control, emphasis on compliance behavior and identification 
with the leader, and unethicality (Conger & Kanungo, 1998). Rather than followers becoming 
empowered through charismatic leadership, in negative settings, leaders will utilize their 
charisma to encourage compliance. Conger and Kanungo (1998) speak to this notion when they 
identify followers as tools that hold particular pieces of information, a certain set of skills, or 
unique abilities that a charismatic leader capitalizes upon to complete their goals and aspirations. 
In this way, followers are not deemed persons, and instead become objects for a charismatic 




 Another way charismatic leadership leads to undesirable outcomes is the promotion of a 
flawed vision. Conger and Kanungo (1998) state that “the very goals of the charismatic leader 
can produce problems if they reflect highly self-serving aims or are based on poor assessments of 
marketplace and organizational realities that blind the leader to barriers or resources” (p. 218). 
The three major issues associated with a leader’s vision are mainly self-serving goals, inadequate 
estimates of resources and political support, and unrealistic assessments of one’s environment 
(Conger & Kanungo, 1998).  
 Finally, Conger and Kanungo (1998) look to the leader-follower relationship to 
understand where charismatic leadership can go wrong, noting that dysfunctional relationships 
where there is too much identification of a follower within a leader may emerge as a liability in 
the grand scheme of an organization. Conger and Kanungo (1998) note that the rhetoric utilized 
by charismatic leaders can “mislead followers with exaggerated descriptions of future visions,” 
or “present information that makes their visions appear more realistic or more appealing,” 
creating an illusion for followers rather than an achievable reality (p. 228). Charismatic leaders 
may also become abusive towards followers, such is the case of cult leaders or leaders of 
totalitarian regimes who utilize this rhetorical skill for nefarious acts upon others. Therefore, one 
must proceed with caution when finding themselves under the whims of a charismatic leader: 
reflection is key.  
 The most important time for an organization or group to require or wish to have a 
charismatic leader in place is when crisis occurs. In Corporate Communication Crisis 
Leadership: Advocacy and Ethics, Arnett, DeIuliis and Corr (2017) state that issues emerge 
within organizations that can develop into full blown crises when not attended to in a timely 




foundational ground for the origins of conflict, crisis and argument in the marketplace (Arnett, 
DeIuliis, & Corr, 2017, p. 3). Of major importance for Arnett, DeIuliis, and Corr (2017) is 
leadership in response to issues that emerge within an organization. They assert that the 
performative nature of issues requires “responsive leadership” to help define the corporate 
structure through trying times (Arnett, DeIuliis, & Corr, 2017). A communication ethics response 
to crisis requires thoughtful leadership willing to steer the ship in times of uncertainty, ever 
attentive to the issues at hand and willing to respond to problems in a situated and contextualized 
manner. Charismatic leadership aids with this navigation. 
Jamal and Bakar (2017) explicate how charismatic leadership may respond to the call of 
crisis, utilizing a study based upon situational crisis communication theory. Jamal and Bakar 
(2017) stress the importance of leadership in times of crisis, stating that charismatic leadership 
possesses the ability to shift and change the dynamics of an organization within these trying 
times. Communication in general is essential for creating, understanding, and maintaining an 
organization’s ethos, working to form and shape the reputation of a place through rhetorical 
action (Jamal & Bakar, 2017). For Jamal and Bakar (2017), charismatic leadership excels in this 
form of organizational maintenance, calling for further study in the realm of organizational 
crisis.  
Developing a model for crisis responsibility and charismatic leadership communication, 
Jamal and Baker (2017) found that “during a crisis, a crisis leader should engage in charismatic 
leadership communication effectively to mitigate the crisis impact and strengthen organizational 
reputation” (p. 369). The authors also found that a charismatic leader contributes to the overall 
ethos and reputation of an organization, making this style of leadership of import when 




crisis refers to an unplanned happening that can potentially destroy an organization’s structure, 
affecting internal and external stakeholders with the potential to kill an organization (Jamal & 
Bakar, 2017). Crisis management requires some form of charismatic leadership as it “is closely 
associated with the leader’s ability to practice the traits of a competent communicator and 
demonstrate authenticity and trust to deal with a crisis” (Jamal & Bakar, 2017). However, one 
must utilize their charisma in a truthful manner to steer the organization into a better, more 
productive light.  
A social media influencer rarely finds themselves at the helm of a major organization but, 
rather, represents themselves as their own personal brand, working to obtain massive amounts of 
followers in order to transform their personal lives into a lucrative career. However, some social 
media influencers, such as Jeffree Star, a beauty influencer, or Zoe Sugg, a lifestyle blogger, 
have become major businesspersons through the creation of their own products and services 
made for their followers to consume, thus finding themselves at the center of business and 
professional organizations. In any case, whether it be a social media influencer promoting 
someone else’s organization or their own, the charismatic leadership qualities possessed by these 
popular figures plays a major role in their effectiveness as opinion leaders and viability for 
integrated marketing communication efforts. A way that their charismatic leadership finds 
profitability is through their ability to maintain parasocial relationships with their followers. 
Because social media influencers are charismatic forces in their own right, attracting major 
attention in a sea of persons attempting to accomplish the same feat, they find developing quasi-
interpersonal relationships with their followers a simple task, reeling strangers into a pathos-




between influencer and follower is important for understanding the power of social media 
influencer marketing in a social age, calling for further inquiry.  
Parasocial Relationships 
 The emergence of Web 2.0 serves as a rhetorical backdrop for communication in the 21st 
century and, with it, social media platforms that alter one’s interactions with friends, family, and 
public figures. Rather than learning about friends’ lives through face-to-face, interpersonal 
communication with one another, Facebook, Twitter, and other popular social media have 
created a realm for microblogging, or frequent updating of one’s personal life, allowing a more 
one-sided approach to relationships that place one within an information-gathering position 
rather than one of personal closeness (Thompson, 2009). At the beginning of Web 2.0, 
Thompson (2009) profiles Facebook and its 2006 decision to implement the news feed, 
structurally changing the way people could interact with each other online. The news feed 
(which still exists in 2020) curates the posts of everyone you ‘friend’ on Facebook; instead of 
having to visit each friend’s individual page for their microblogs, Facebook populates it all onto 
one, endlessly scrolling page (Thompson, 2009). Thompson (2009) notes how Mark Zuckerberg, 
the founder of Facebook, was not afraid of the initial backlash the news feed caused, adding 
privacy options for sharing and recognizing that the public would simply get over it after the 
initial shock of format change. Over ten years later and Zuckerberg was right and has changed 
the way we interact with one another for better or for worse. When communicating online, all of 
our relationships are no longer interpersonal and instead are parasocial.  
 Ledbetter and Redd (2016) cite the 1950s as the original era of inquiry into parasocial 
interaction, originated by Horton and Wohl in 1956 to describe the attachment one may feel to 




theory, described as the attempt to understand why and how someone chooses the media they 
communicate through (Ledbetter and Redd, 2016). Ledbetter and Redd (2016) state that “within 
a uses and gratifications framework, maintenance of a parasocial relationship may serve as one 
gratification sought through use of media” (p. 603). Reality television in particular is thought to 
be ripe for parasocial interaction between an audience and media personalities due to the highly 
personal and disclosure-based content found within these shows (Jahng, M. R., 2019).  
Parasocial interaction is no stranger to integrated marketing communication, with brand and 
product placement gracing television and movie screens for years alongside one’s favorite 
characters and actors (Knoll, Schramm, Schallhorn, & Wynistorf, 2015).  
Knoll et al. (2015) discuss the role of parasocial relationships for brand placement on 
television, noting that the act of placing a product or brand within the content of a television 
series or movie seems to be the future of advertising as it avoids ignorance on the part of the 
audience. Considering the importance of word-of-mouth marketing for brands and organizations, 
placing products within favorable content and inserted next to beloved characters and stars has 
become a lucrative effort for organizations and brands to break free of the marketing clutter of 
traditional advertisements, enjoying the built-in audiences that accompany these popular culture 
artifacts (Knoll et al., 2015). Knoll et al. (2015) state that the success of brand placement 
primarily emerges out of the parasocial relationships the characters and celebrities hold with the 
consumers of the content the placement inserts itself into. Knoll et al. (2015) assert that 
parasocial interaction with media characters positively or negatively influences the brand placed 
within the medium associated with the character depending on the perceived characteristics of 




and moves into news reporters, entertainers, and for Johnson and Patnoe-Woodley (2016), radio 
broadcasters. 
Despite the popularity of music streaming services such as Spotify, Pandora, and Apple 
Music, traditional radio broadcasts are enjoyed by around 92% of the United States population 
(Johnson & Patnoe-Woodley, 2016). Especially during peak driving hours to and from one’s 
workplace, Americans spend about two and a half hours each day listening to the radio and with 
it, radio personalities that transition us from song to song (Johnson & Patnoe-Woodley, 2016). 
According to Johnson and Patnoe-Woodley (2016), these radio personalities develop parasocial 
relationships with their listeners, “characterized by the feeling that one is involved in a social 
interaction” with them, despite the lack of interpersonal exchange (p. 41). Parasocial 
relationships within a radio medium influence the advertisements surrounding its content, 
namely music. Johnson and Patnoe-Woodley (2016) states that “of particular interest for radio 
marketers is the influence of parasocial experiences on radio listeners’ perceptions about the 
brands, products, and services that are promoted on the air” due to balance theory (p. 41). 
Balance theory asserts that “parasocial experiences might motivate radio listeners to align their 
perspectives about consumer products with those of their [favorite radio personalities]” (Johnson 
& Patnoe-Woodley, 2016, p. 42). According to Johnson and Patnoe-Woodley (2016), radio 
listeners who view radio personalities as a parasocial conversationalist view products being 
promoted or suggested by these personalities more positively than if they were to come across 
the brand or product by itself. The positive relational aspect of parasocial interactions with media 
personalities for brands is also explored by Bond (2018), who looks beyond radio personalities to 




While much of the literature surrounding parasocial relationships suggests negative and 
manipulative aspects of this kind of interaction, Bond (2018) states the importance of parasocial 
communication for particular groups who may struggle with daily, face-to-face interpersonal 
interaction. Especially for those who feel rejected by societal norms, Bond (2018) argues that 
parasocial relationships with media personalities serve as a supplement or replacement for the 
real-life interactions that these people lack. Especially important for these relationships is the 
perceived similarity that a follower or audience member has with a media personality—“media 
personae who share backgrounds, cultures, taste preferences, and attitudes with the audience are 
more likely to be perceived as sound relational investments,” with lonelier audience members,  
particularly adolescents, finding more attachment to people they have never personally met 
(Bond, 2018, p. 460). Adolescents are particularly motivated by parasocial relationships due to 
their need to engage in friendships with those deemed “popular and influential” (Bond, 2018, p. 
461). Media personalities such as celebrities and social media influencers possess the charismatic 
traits necessary to catch the eye of adolescents, encouraging emulation and adoration through 
online encounters. Parasocial relationships are the central mode of communication within social 
media, especially within the 21st century.  
 Ledbetter and Redd (2016) indicate a shift in the 2010s that blurred the lines between 
interpersonal and mass communication, describing a move to “masspersonal” communication 
with social media playing a major role. They state that, through various social media channels, 
“users often observe message from interpersonal partners presented in the same communicative 
feed as mass media messages from corporations, news agencies, and celebrities,” creating an 
environment of “pseudopersonal connections,” otherwise known as parasocial relationships 




both personal acquaintances alongside people that they have never met, celebrities on these 
media, particularly social media influencers, utilize parasocial interactions with their followers in 
order to secure favor with fans (Ledbetter & Redd, 2016). By utilizing language simulating 
transparency, openness, and vulnerability, celebrities and organizations mimic the interpersonal 
engagement one may have with their close personal friends, increasing liking and credibility and 
ultimately making their followers more vulnerable for integrated marketing communication 
messages via brand sponsorships (Ledbetter & Redd, 2016). Ledbetter and Redd (2016) 
underscore the importance of understanding parasocial interaction for social media, especially 
during a time where celebrities and social media influencers can mimic interpersonal 
communication with their followers in order to secure monetary gain.  
 Central to parasocial interaction is self-disclosure or perceived self-disclosure, in which 
people feel more comfortable self-disclosing online than they would in person. Ledbetter and 
Redd (2016) state that “for those with high [self-disclosure attitude], engaging in online 
communication may serve as a mechanism for avoiding anxiety-producing face-to-face 
communication” (p. 605). Those with higher proclivities for self-disclosure tend to enjoy social 
media interaction with celebrities who utilize parasocial interaction, treating these exchanges as 
genuine acts of transparency on the part of the influencers (Ledbetter & Redd, 2016). This 
attitude makes an understanding of online marketing efforts of import, as Tsai and Men (2017) 
suggest that, due to the co-creation of meaning between brands and stakeholders afforded 
through social media, consumers now act as “influential gatekeepers and producers of brand-
related content” (p. 2). This highly interactive environment requires brands to strategize in new 
ways in order to sell their products and services, namely parasocial interaction in the form of 




 According to Tsai and Men (2017), social media communication between brands and 
their stakeholders is of major important to organizations. Because social media is “not only 
interactive but also participatory, collaborative, personal, and simultaneously communal,” brands 
need to work to build quasi-interpersonal relationships with their stakeholders in order to find 
success in the marketplace (Tsai & Men, 2017, p. 3). Parasocial interaction over a prolonged 
period creates artificial connection with media personalities, fictional or otherwise, with those 
interacting with these personalities feeling as though they are close personal friends with them 
(Tsai & Men, 2017). Social media is prime ground for parasocial relationships to emerge due to 
its highly collaborative nature as a communication medium. Tsai and Men (2017) state that 
“consumers are no longer passive message receivers. Instead they are active agents in initiating 
conversations with brands, in building connections, and in generating electronic word-of-mouth 
in online communities” (p. 13). Rather than traditional media outlets for integrated marketing 
communication efforts such as print media, television and radio advertisements, and billboards, 
social media engages two-way communication between brand and stakeholder, leaving room for 
masspersonal communication to emerge. Brands and organizations capitalize on parasocial 
relationships through product placement on influencers’ social media posts.  
 Carr (2018) discusses the role of parasocial relationships for product placement, noting 
its popularity in the 2010s due to the accessibility of celebrities and social media influencers 
through this communicative act. Carr (2018) notes the importance of product placement for 
integrated marketing communication efforts because of an audience’s “inability to avoid 
exposure due to the product’s integration within the program” (p. 32). Carr (2018) describes a 
parasocial relationship as one that is in relation to a “disconnected other” that emerges from 




disclose seemingly intimate details about themselves. This kind of relationship is profitable due 
to the public’s reception of a personality as more trustworthy and influential for decision making, 
just as one might feel within an actual relationship. Parasocial relationships may occur between 
persons and fictional characters, an actor as a particular character, or with a well-known 
individual themselves (Carr, 2018), providing brands and organizations a wealth of opportunities 
to utilize product placement through this interaction between an ordinary person and a popular 
figure. Carr (2018) writes, “fueled by a desire to belong, Americans engage in social 
comparisons with those most proximal to them…a practice which should carry over from real 
world interpersonal relationships” to those one-sided parasocial interactions with fictional 
characters and celebrities (p. 34). Much like Ellul (1962/1973) in the previous chapter suggests, 
the desire to belong to a group is so strong that we look to opinion leaders to tell us what to 
consume, making parasocial interaction of major import for integrated marketing 
communication. While Carr (2018) only explores this relationship between persons and fictional 
characters, Chung and Cho (2017) look to celebrity endorsement to further our understanding of 
parasocial relationships and their influence on marketing.  
 For Chung and Cho (2017), their definition of a celebrity endorser is wide enough to 
include social media influencers as it only requires one to be publicly known and appear with a 
product or brand in an advertisement. They state that celebrity endorsement is used widely 
because “marketer believe that celebrities attract the attention of consumers” in addition to 
creating a halo effect for the brand in question due to their charismatic personalities (Chung & 
Cho, 2017, p. 481). Celebrity endorsement is utilized widely around the globe, with 15% of US 
and UK advertisements containing celebrities and around 60% in India and South Korea (Chung 




these marketing efforts do not appear on one’s personal social media pages and instead exist in 
the traditional integrated marketing communication mix. However, much like social media 
influencer marketing, celebrity endorsement within advertising leads to more loyalty, trust and 
brand awareness due to the parasocial relationships celebrities have with their fans.  
 Chung and Cho (2017) note that within a social media era, celebrity endorsement is of 
major import because these parasocial interactions between celebrities and their fans “have 
become more intimate, open, reciprocal, and frequent” as celebrities turn to social media to be 
more personal and down to earth with their admirers (p. 482). Parasocial interaction in the social 
media era is thus less one-sided than in the past due to a fan’s ability to interpersonally connect 
with their favorite celebrities and social media influencers. This blurring of private and public for 
celebrity interaction enhances the parasocial relationship to one of quasi-friendship, where fans 
and followers feel as though they are intimately close with otherwise total strangers (Chung & 
Cho, 2017). Friendships that emerge parasocially between celebrities and fans result from 
repeated contact with their posts, a conversational mode of communication online, and increased 
loyalty and adoption of artifacts on the part of the fan in their quest to find likeness with the 
celebrity (Chung & Cho, 2017). Chung and Cho (2017) indicate the importance of social media 
for parasocial relationships to be truly beneficial for marketing purposes as consumers no longer 
have to turn to magazines and television to hear what celebrities are doing, wearing, and 
consuming, and instead can turn to the source themselves through their social media pages where 
they self-disclose their daily lives for their followers. Overall, Chung and Cho (2017) found that 
the parasocial relationships formed between celebrities and fans through social media leads to 
feelings of trust and therefore and influence to a purchasing decision on behalf of the consumer 




perception of self-disclosure on behalf of the celebrity, parasocial interaction becomes lucrative 
for brands and organizations to capitalize upon due to the power of opinion leadership.  
 Although opinion leadership has been around since the 1940s, Schafer and Taddicken 
(2015) assert that the media landscape shift has transformed opinion leadership from an 
interpersonal communication facet to one of mass media through parasocial interaction. The 
power of social media influencer marketing lies in this shift, with YouTube, Instagram, and 
Twitter personalities relying on parasocial communication with their followers in order to lead 
them to a purchasing decision. This interaction is fueled by charismatic leadership which, as 
discussed previously, encourages followers of charismatic influencers to put on blinders to 
rationality when making purchasing and lifestyle decisions based upon what these personalities 
tell them. As social media influencers fill the landscape of social media in Web 2.0, strong 
reliance on charismatic, pathos-infused rhetoric becomes the major caveat of their commercial 
success, enticing followers who wish to emulate them to purchase products and services that they 
promote on their personal social media pages. In this way, charismatic leadership and parasocial 
relationships are intertwined for social media influencer marketing, as the utilization of both 
rhetorical elements results in lucrative gain for influencer and brand alike as one’s followers 
attempt to find a sense of belonging through consumption.  
Charismatic Leadership, Parasocial Relationships, and The Success of Social Media 
Influencer Marketing 
 The social media influencer earns a living via the parasocial relationships they build with 
their audience of devoted followers. Hopkins (2019) notes that the social media influencer has 
become “an increasingly ubiquitous part of users’ online experience and represent the leading 




niche markets, such as new mothers, video game enthusiasts, and beauty gurus allows brands and 
organizations to reach consumers on a more organic level through sponsored content (Hopkins, 
2019). As word-of-mouth marketing efforts continue to gain traction and importance within the 
realm of integrated marketing communication (Hopkins, 2019; Berger, 2013; Aaker, 2018), 
social media influencer marketing becomes more centralized within the marketing mix. Word-of-
mouth marketing is considered more trustworthy to a consumer than its traditional counterparts 
because they feel as though the source of the recommendation is more authentic than if it came 
from the brand itself (Berger, 2013). Especially when a charismatic leader such as a social media 
influencer espouses recommendations, word-of-mouth marketing brings a human persona to a 
brand or organization in a way in which simple traditional integrated marketing communication 
means cannot. 
Especially within an era of adblocking software, integrated marketing communication 
professional seek to promote brands through more organic means, such as native advertising and 
content marketing. Both forms of marketing communication make it more difficult for the 
consumer to avoid, but content marketing is the most lucrative due to its ability to blend in with 
organic content, not differing itself from other content within the medium (Hopkins, 2019). For 
instance, advertorials in magazines that disguise itself as a content rich article but are sponsored 
by a particular brand or product can be considered content marketing. In this era of social media 
as one of the key modes of communication between and among persons, content marketing takes 
its primary form through social media influencer marketing, where the charismatic 
characterization of an influencer mixed with their parasocial interactions with followers becomes 
a point of monetization through the creation of posts and videos that represent a brand or product 




 The combination of parasocial interaction and charismatic leadership for social media 
influencers, while lucrative, has the potential to evolve into celebrity worship. Ward (2017) 
discusses the notion of celebrity worship through an explication of famous singer Justin Bieber 
and his fan following. Bieber begin as a YouTube personality who posted videos covering 
popular songs, which eventually snowballed into major commercial success. Ward (2017) 
describes the fanatical nature of Bieber’s admirers, crediting his parasocial use of social media as 
the primary driving factor behind their mania towards him.  
Likening celebrity appreciation to religious worship, Ward (2017) argues that celebrities 
possess the capacity for cult worship to emerge through parasocial interaction and identifying 
oneself strongly with the celebrity in question. The charismatic nature of celebrities and social 
media influencers opens fans and followers up to what Ward (2017) calls a “parareligious” 
exchange in which fans “actively engage in a construction of” themselves (p. 323; p. 324). This 
quest to identify or not identify with a celebrity aligns with Lasch’s understanding of narcissism, 
which encourages persons to build up mirrors around themselves through consumption 
spearheaded by opinion leaders. The celebrity and social media influencer’s use of social media 
to make the private public actively contributes to this mirror building, with Ward (2017) 
stressing the parareligious devotion fans and followers begin to uphold when they identify with 
them in this way. The dark side of charismatic leadership possesses the capacity to emerge if one 
heeds Ward’s (2017) assertion of parareligious associations with social media influencers and 
blind followership. Because social media influencers are considered trustworthy friends by their 
followers, their audiences are more willing to make unreflective purchasing decisions via their 
suggestions, for better or for worse. The most apparent cases regarding this phenomenon emerge 




Jeffree Star and fellow YouTuber Shane Dawson. Beauty influencers on social media not only 
tell their followers which makeup and selfcare brands to consume, but also become entrepreneurs 
themselves, selling their own line of products to their adoring fans. 
Jeffree Star began his social media influencer career at the beginning of Web 2.0 on 
Myspace, the most popular social networking site before Facebook took off, as a musician in the 
late 2000s (Soliven, 2019). Star has since become a beauty influencer on YouTube, reviewing 
and testing out makeup products, telling his followers which brands to consume and which to 
leave behind. His net worth solely from his YouTube channel is around $18 million (Soliven, 
2019). Aside from YouTube, Star owns and manages several businesses, including marijuana, 
real estate, shipment, merchandise, and printing and manufacturing, with his most famous 
business being his own makeup line, Jeffree Star Cosmetics (Soliven, 2019). Star’s income is 
valued at $200 million, making him one of the most successful and wealthy social media 
influencers currently on the job. The International Business Times largely attributes Star’s 
success to his charismatic nature; his “magnetizing persona” of a self-made multimillionaire who 
is not afraid to tell the truth about America’s most popular makeup brands draws a cult like 
following who wish to consume anything and everything that is “Jeffree Star approved” 
(Soliven, 2019, para. 7). The proof of Star’s parasocial success emerges from his own product 
launches: his 2019 release of  “Jawbreaker” themed cosmetics sold out in just under five 
minutes, with followers chomping at the bit to collect every item in order to support him (Perelli, 
2019). Perelli (2019) notes that in an effort to support Star, fans purchase items they may not 
even personally use and post photos of their hauls in the hopes of being noticed by Star, 
engaging in a parasocial display of friendship and support. Star does not necessarily need any 




seeming to be enough to encourage cult-like purchasing by his followers, However, later in 
2019, Star joined forces with fellow YouTuber, Shane Dawson, launching a makeup collection 
with him that was hyped up through documentary-style videos hosted on Dawson’s personal 
YouTube channel.  
Dawson is also an early social media influencer, posting videos on YouTube for the past 
ten years for his now 22 million subscribers—his net worth is valued at $12 million (Leskin, 
2019). Although Dawson has remained on the same social media outlet for his entire social 
media influencer career, his content has adapted over the years from potentially offensive sketch 
comedy to serious documentaries in order to stay relevant to his fan base. Dawson is also known 
for producing content surrounding conspiracy theories, recently adapting that content into 
documentary form as well. Dawson has covered serious content such as a fellow YouTuber’s 
battle with anorexia, the crisis surrounding an influencer convention called TanaCon, and 
sociopathy, narcissism, and social media influencers (Leskin, 2019). Known widely as the Dad 
of YouTube, Dawson’s relatable qualities and self-depreciating self-talk bring to his content a 
genuine authenticity that makes him more trustworthy and endearing than other social media 
influencers (Schwartz, 2019). Foraging into the documentary format in 2018, Dawson soon 
became the voice of the truth on social media, gaining a wealth of credibility through his multi-
part series on other YouTubers as well as conspiracy theories (Schwartz, 2019).  
The halo effect surrounding the YouTubers Dawson profiled did not go without notice—
Dawson’s ability to rehabilitate the image of more controversial influencers such as Jake Paul, 
Tana Mongeau, and even Star himself through his charismatic energy and kindness has led 
Dawson to become a force within the industry, utilizing parasocial interactions with his followers 




influenced via Twitter and YouTube comments (Schwartz, 2019). The combined energies of Star 
and Dawson culminated in a seven-part documentary series leading up to the release of a full 
cosmetics and merchandise line with both names attached, giving viewers the first fully 
documented cosmetics line. The videos amassed a viewership of 140 million, averaging 20 
million views per hour-long piece, and, upon launch, the website for purchasing the collection 
broke down due to an overwhelming number of people trying to consume the products they 
watched get created from start to finish—the major piece of the collection, an eyeshadow palette 
called “Conspiracy,” sold one million units in under 30 minutes despite technical difficulties 
(Barr, 2019). One might ask, how is this possible? The cosmetics release did not enjoy any 
mainstream advertising efforts—only the seven-part series accompanied by some social media 
posts on Twitter and Instagram. The answer lies in the parasocial relationships both Dawson and 
Star engage in through charismatic leadership online.  
As stated previously, both Star and Dawson solidified themselves as opinion leaders on 
different parts of the Internet, with Star’s suggestions fueling a consumer base for cosmetics and 
Dawson working to rehabilitate more controversial figures in the social media influencer space. 
Both regularly interact with their followers on Twitter, liking and commenting on their fans’ 
posts and developing strong parasocial relationships with them. Both social media influencers 
find themselves as charismatic leaders of their bases but possess differing characteristics in how 
they interact with their followers.  
In the case of Star, he exudes self-confidence in his charismatic leadership. In each 
review video, Star touts himself as a beauty expert, signaling to his YouTube subscribers that he 
is a respected authority figure within the beauty community whose opinion triumphs over their 




MAC, but has also not shied away from telling his followers which brands to avoid, such as 
Urban Decay and Christian Louboutin (Capon, 2018). Most famously, his opinion has toppled 
the major cosmetics brand, Kat Von D, in his years-long conflict with the brand’s namesake as 
his own brand began to grow. Von D has since sold her cosmetics line, which has since been 
rebranded to KvD Vegan Beauty and distanced itself from her name (Krause, 2020a; Krause 
2020b). Star’s authoritative, confident voice in support or lack thereof for major cosmetic brands 
can make or break an organization, with followers willing to purchase or abandon companies 
based upon the Jeffree Star seal of approval.  
Where Star’s charismatic leadership falls upon his separation from his followers and their 
willingness to attempt to emulate him, Dawson’s charisma draws itself from his likeness to his 
followers, making him an endearing and supportive figure for his fans. Dawson utilizes his rags 
to riches story and depiction of himself as the underdog to relate to his followers, coming from a 
very poor family and growing up extremely overweight (Leskin, 2019). Where Star utilizes his 
confidence as the major contributor to his ethos as an authority figure on all things beauty, 
Dawson relies on his self-depreciating humor and showcasing of his research efforts on various 
topics in order to endear himself to his subscribers (Leskin, 2019). Through his parasocial self-
disclosure of his personal struggles such as being overweight, dealing with anxiety, and even 
coming out as bisexual, Dawson influences his followers based upon perceived authenticity—he 
comes across as a character worth rooting for (Leskin, 2019). Joined together in one major 
documentary, Star and Dawson were able to engage in one of the most lucrative set of parasocial 
interactions with their followers that led to major profits for both social media influencers. 
The episodes of the documentary series play out over a year of work, highlighting the 




into the production line and beyond. Although filmed over an entire year, the series was edited in 
real time, with comments from viewers influencing what the next episode will contain 
(Schwartz, 2019). The parasocial interplay between Star and Dawson and their followers as the 
series played itself out is representative of the co-creation of meaning for integrated marketing 
communication in the 21st century—as each episode came out, Star and Dawson took to their 
social media pages to get feedback, which even inspired merchandise changes as they neared the 
launch date. The series itself also allowed the mixing of charismatic leadership styles to endear 
followers to Star and Dawson more: Star appeared to help Dawson become more confident in his 
skin as he showed him the ropes of the cosmetics industry, building Dawson’s ethos as an 
authority figure as he acquired more and more knowledge on the industry. Likewise, Dawson’s 
documentary showcased a softer, more vulnerable side to Star, making him more relatable to his 
base as someone who also grew from rags to riches. As fans tuned in, Star and Dawson disclosed 
behind the scenes information about the content via Twitter and Instagram, building their 
parasocial relationships even further with their fans as they watched the series along with them. 
As noted previously, the resulting product launch was explosive.  
According to Schwartz (2019), on launch day in November 2019, the website crashed 
instantly due to the influx of fans attempting to purchase the collection. The star product of the 
launch, the Conspiracy palette, sold out in under 30 minutes, with the rest of the line selling out 
within 24 hours, including merchandise such as hand mirrors, makeup bags, and sweatshirts. In 
an effort to support Dawson in his first ever cosmetics venture combined with the knowledge 
that the line possessed the quality to be expected from Jeffree Star Cosmetics, the Conspiracy 
collection launch was a huge indication of the power of the parasocial for integrated marketing 




its third restock after selling millions of units (Schwartz, 2019). The launch resulted in a profit of 
$35 million for Star and Dawson, making this a successful venture for all (McIntyre, 2019).  
The utilization of parasocial relationships for charismatic social media influencers is at 
the core of the success of their careers. Dawson and Star are not the only social media 
influencers who utilize their skills in order to profit—in fact, the only way for social media 
influencers to make a living off of their posts is to engage in these marketing efforts, whether for 
their own ventures like Star and Dawson, or to support other brands and organizations. The use 
of charismatic leadership combined with parasocial relationship building with one’s followers 
creates fertile ground for social media influencers to provide paid insight to their fan bases 
regarding what brands to purchase from and which to avoid in their efforts to emulate their 
favorite YouTubers and Instagram stars. The authoritative voice and cool factor of the social 
media influencer drives followers to build up their Laschian mirrors based upon what will 
enhance their parasocial relationships with these Internet celebrities: posting a photo of a Jeffree 
Star makeup hoard might result in an actual interpersonal communicative moment between 
oneself and the mogul himself, motivating his fans to unreflective purchasing decisions, for 
better or for worse.  
While purchasing cosmetics items and merchandise from one’s favorite social media 
influencers is in itself a harmless act of consumption, this unreflective willingness to purchase 
whatever a famous Internet personality tells us to is representative of the banality of the social: in 
the attempt to fit in and increase one’s chances of an interpersonal encounter with social media 
influencers or at least be perceived as like them to other followers, one’s seemingly harmless 
purchasing decision could lead to at best a one-time regret and at worst a lifetime of 




Boorstin, and Ellul will be on full display through the utilization of three case studies 
representative of social media influencer marketing and its consequences: the integrated 
marketing efforts surrounding Fyre Festival, a one-time music festival that turned out to be a 
well-developed scam, social media influencer marketing surrounding BetterHelp, an online 
counseling platform, and the use of social media influencer marketing for Audible, an above-
board audiobook company that relies primarily on endorsements from social media influencers. 
In these case studies, implications for social media influencer marketing within the banality of 
the social emerge as the theoretical coordinates provided in prior chapters illuminate 
consequences and connections for consideration.  

















Chapter Four—Tales from Social Media Influencer Marketing: A Trio of Case Studies 
 The previous chapters of this project provide the foundational and theoretical ground for 
understanding the social media influencer and their capitalization of their personalities within the 
integrated marketing communication realm. The work of both Arendt and Lasch highlights the 
problem of the social in the 20th century, coming into hyper focus with the advent of social 
media. Arendt’s (1958/1998) critique of the social extends into cyberspace, where individuals 
combine their private and public lives into a superficial mask, promoting their most polished 
selves. Lasch’s (1979/1991) project comes into full view with social media influencer marketing, 
considering those who are able to commoditize their social presence and thus make their 
personal lives a point of marketability. Boorstin (1961/1987) and Ellul (1962/1973) emerge as 
voices for understanding how the social media influencer becomes an opinion leader for their 
followers to emulate and aspire to, defining the social media influencer as a human pseudo-event 
who carefully cultivates their every public post for the sake of entertainment value. Ellul aids in 
the distinction between black and white propaganda, in which the social media influencer may 
partake in both forms in order to support some integrated marketing communication effort in 
exchange for compensation. The social media influencer’s success in these propagandist ventures 
lies in their utilization of charismatic rhetoric that helps identify themselves as opinion leaders 
for the masses. This charisma intertwines itself with the parasocial relationships these figures 
cultivate and maintain with their followers, allowing them to communicate with one another as 
though they were intimate friends rather than strangers. In order to understand the implications 
for the social that emerge from these major metaphorical touchstones in relation to social media 




The following chapter provides exemplars of social media influencer marketing as a point 
of praxis, examining the action that emerges from a theoretical background. A philosophy of 
communication understanding of social media influencer marketing looks to a roadmap to public 
action, recognizing the gestalt of everyday life. As such, this chapter provides brief application 
of the metaphorical touchstones for understanding the social engaged in previous chapters 
provided by Arendt, Lasch, Boorstin, Ellul, and others to three case studies representative of 
different levels of responsible utilization of social media influencer marketing. Each case study 
acts as a phenomenological stepladder that ultimately leads to pure, unreflective usage of social 
media influencer marketing, resulting in major consequences for the consumer. This chapter acts 
as a precursor to the final chapter, which engages each case study more in-depth as they relate to 
the major theoretical touchstones of this project. This proverbial stepladder of case studies, 
ranging from responsible to irresponsible social media influencer marketing practices, announces 
dilemmas associated with social media influencer marketing in a hyper-social age where one 
seeks to obtain social and economic capital by any means necessary. 
The first case study, on Audible, represents Ellul’s understanding of purely white 
propaganda techniques for social media influencer marketing, where those promoting the 
company actively inform their followers that they have partnered with a brand to create 
particular pieces of content. Audible’s connection to its mission and values propels responsible 
social media influencer marketing, as both social media influencer and corporation engage in 
reflective practices in order to benefit the consumer. The next case study, on Better Help, 
illuminates a mixture of white and black propaganda techniques: while all social media 
influencers promoting the app disclosed the sponsorship deal, communicative channels between 




study on Fyre Festival explicates the dark side of social media influencer marketing, where a 
doomed event led by a manipulative charismatic leader too successfully utilized social media 
influencer marketing to the major detriment of those who purchased tickets to the event. In this 
case, both organization and social media influencers are yielders of black propaganda, 
representing the darkest form of this marketing practice as well as the major consequences of 
Arendt’s understanding of the social. Each case study provides overview of each organization at 
the center of this integrated marketing communication technique as well as depicts how social 
media influencer marketing was utilized, drawing implications for further reflection for 
integrated marketing communication practitioners. Overall, this chapter asserts the importance of 
reflective utilization of social media influencer marketing on both the individual influencer’s part 
as well as the organization hiring them to promote their products or services. Without a clear 
understanding of the ground one is situated in, a banality of the social emerges in this integrated 
marketing communication practice, with consumers paying the ultimate price.  
Audible: Reflective Social Media Influencer Marketing 
 Many companies utilize social media influencer marketing as part of a larger integrated 
marketing communication plan, with Audible, the number one audiobook company in the world, 
being no different. With word of mouth marketing being one of the most effective way to obtain 
new customers (Berger, 2013), utilizing social media influencer marketing in an engaging 
manner can really add a boost to one’s organization. This following examines Audible as a 
leader for responsible social media influencer marketing, explicating the organization’s mission 
and values and highlighting how they utilize this integrated marketing communication tactic in 




 For the purposes of this project, Audible is the exemplar of the conscientious user of 
social media influencer marketing, not succumbing to the unreflective nature of the social, but 
rather utilizing its power to reach new audiences. However, although a reflective stance is taken, 
weaponizing the narcissistic nature of the social world, depicted by Lasch (1979/1991) as mirror-
building through opinion leaders, emerges as an ethical dilemma the integrated marketing 
communication professional must confront when utilizing social media influencer marketing in 
their promotional efforts.  
Audible: The Audiobook Company of the World 
 Audiobooks have found their prime in the digital age, raking in $940 million in sales in 
2018 alone and growing by about 25% each year (Rowe, 2019). Audible stands at the top of 
audiobook producers and sellers, purchased by distribution giant Amazon in 2008 for $300 
million (Stone, 2008). For $14.95 per month, Audible allows users to download one book in 
addition to two titles that are Audible exclusives for listening, making the service less expensive 
than purchasing a physical book at a bookstore. Once you download your monthly book, you 
own it, allowing users to build their own Audible library collections for future listening. 
According to Audible, they possess a “customer-centric approach to technological innovation 
and superior programming,” crediting themselves for reinventing the audiobook marketing sector 
(2020a, para. 1). They also tout a strong sense of corporate social responsibility, defined by 
Coombs and Holladay (2011) as “the voluntary actions that a corporation implements as it 
pursues its mission and fulfills its perceived obligations to stakeholders, including employees, 
communities, the environment, and society as a whole” (p. 8). When done right, corporate social 
responsibility helps to provide practices representative of a corporation’s mission beyond their 




Audible’s mission and commitment to corporate social responsibility in order to shape the 
ground from which their integrated marketing communication emerges.  
As previously stated, a major component of Audible’s mission statement is person-
centeredness, which they make actionable with a term called “People Principles” (2020c) 
Audible’s People Principles work to emphasize the customer at the center of all business 
practices. Audible (2020c) depicts five major People Principles as part of their business model: 
1) be customer obsessed; 2) imagine and invent before they ask; 3) articulate the possible and 
move fast to make it real; 4) study and draw inspiration from culture and technology; and 5) 
activate caring. These components form the gestalt of Audible’s corporate mission for all of its 
employees, stressing innovation and the importance of the individual.  
The first principle, being customer obsessed, emphasizes Audible’s commitment to their 
consumers (Audible, 2020c). Audible (2020c) states that they actively listen to their consumers 
needs, “even when they aren’t speaking to [them] directly” (para. 1). Audible views their 
relationship with consumers as transactional, encouraging open conversation between themselves 
and others to ensure the perfect audiobook experience. Audible utilizes therapeutic language 
such as homing in on the customer’s happiness and loyalty in order to stress the humanized 
nature of the corporation, striving to involve itself in co-creation of meaning with their 
consumers. Additionally, being customer obsessed includes obsessing over their clientele of 
external stakeholders who utilize Audible for their content-hosting needs. The company states 
that they communicate with “writers, actors, and other creative professionals who craft the words 
[they] deliver” as customers, looking to “see the world through others’ eyes” (Audible, 2020c, 




key stakeholders, making the mission of the organization one that is co-created and situated 
within particular moments in time.  
The second principle, imagining and inventing before people ask, homes in on the 
innovative qualities of Audible as a leader in audiobook publishing (Audible, 2020c). In this 
portion of their mission, Audible (2020c) stresses their groundbreaking invention of a solid-state 
digital audio device in the late 1990s as representative of their ability to look towards the future 
in everything that they do. Audible (2020c) states that they continually engage the not yet, 
opening possibilities for future invention, “imagin[ing] without fear” and being “patient and 
tenacious as [they] work to make their ideas real” (para. 9). Audible stresses the power of 
innovation, seeking to engage their consumers in the best audio experience possible when 
utilizing their services.  
Audible’s third People Principle is articulating the possible, moving fast to make it real 
(2020c). This principle grounds the second in a way that pushes innovation off of reality, a 
concept articulated by Immanuel Kant as he stresses the differences between imagination and 
fantasy (1781/1965). For Kant, fantasy is not grounded, not taking into account the limits of 
human existence. Imagination, on the other hand, recognizes the rootedness of our actions, 
pushing off of reality in order to generate thoughtful insight. Audible (2020c) states that 
leadership requires recognizing what is possible, articulating mission and values in a way that 
“connects the dots across strategy, function, and to the details of execution” (para. 10). Once 
again, Audible (2020c) points to listening as a major facet of their organization, allowing 
leadership to “crystallize” the thoughts of others and inspire “meaningful action” (para. 11). 
Aiming to empower the spoken word in ways that inspire others to action, Audible stresses quick 




make the best possible outcome for its stakeholders. Quick response does not overshadow the 
importance of thoughtful reflection, as emphasized in Audible’s explication of this principle.  
The fourth principle, studying and drawing inspiration from culture and technology, 
recognizes Audible’s (2020c) situatedness in the world. In this principle, Audible stresses its 
position as an “inspiration platform,” helping leaders persuade others into action and reflection 
through the spoken word (para. 12). In the implementation of their services, Audible states that 
they look to artists and new technologies, especially those who work to understand the “study 
and calibration of the human condition” (Audible, 2020c, para. 12). This mixture of scientific 
innovation and culture recognizes that people do not simply listen to the spoken word for leisure 
or as a way to leave the world behind for a while; instead, Audible (2020c) works to create 
listening experiences that include the “sound, look, feel, and experience” of the world it is 
situated within (para. 13).  
The final People Principle that depicts Audible’s mission and values is to activate caring, 
moving toward their corporate social responsibility commitment to the world beyond their 
organization. Audible (2020c) states that they focus primarily on education innovation and an 
urban and social renaissance through their work, which “requires passionate advocacy in debate 
and a culture of extremely high expectations” coupled with grace, noting the importance of the 
relationship it cultivates with their audience (para. 15). This principle requires leadership to meet 
their stakeholders, both internal and external, where they are, acting not as a detached individual, 
but as a part of a larger whole. Audible (2020c) states that leaders “work backwards from big 
visions, [] value shared honesty, and [] celebrate the quality” of effort for obtaining the 




customer-organizational exchange and extends into their corporate social responsibility practices 
as they work to support the locality of where their headquarters is located.  
When discussing their community outreach, Audible (2020b) asserts their ties to urban 
development, moving their home base to Newark, New Jersey in 2007 in order to join in the 
city’s “renaissance” (para. 1). Much of Audible’s hiring process for their headquarters involves 
hiring locally, working to revitalizing the city from the inside out. Globally, Audible (2020b) 
conducts business in the same manner, looking for local talent in their multiple locations to hire 
those who have a passion for volunteer work within those communities. Audible sees itself as 
part of a situated communicative landscape, respecting the historical roots of the cities they 
belong to and operate within. In order to encourage employees to adopt the same rooted spirit, 
Audible (2020b) subsidizes their staff to buy locally, as well as encourages doing community 
service within the very places they reside. In addition to all of this, Audible (2020b) conducts a 
High School Intern Program in Newark, allowing students in that area to enhance their 
professional development before even setting foot on a college campus. Students can then 
continue on as interns as they go through their collegiate experiences, earning the unique 
opportunity for internal hiring within Audible’s company upon graduation. By attending to 
locality, Audible’s corporate social responsibility addresses those directly affected by their 
business practices at the local level.  
Overall, Audible’s mission is one of locality, recognizing the uniqueness of its employees 
and patrons while also tending to the communal ties they share with their stakeholders. Audible 
engages in rooted practices that stem from the situatedness of their community, looking to 
expand their mission into the whole of society. Because of this relational component, Audible’s 




marketing, which engages the audiences of particular social media influencers who have 
parasocial connections with them, encouraging them to purchase particular goods and services. 
This interplay of locality and globalization finds home with social media influencers who uphold 
close, intimate parasocial relationships with their followers who tune in from across the globe.   
Audible’s Use of Social Media Influencer Marketing as White Propaganda 
 It is important to note that Audible does not rely solely on social media influencers to get 
their marketing messages out into the world. Rather, Audible’s social media influencer 
marketing campaign is part of a larger corpus of integrated marketing communication practices 
that include traditional media forms such as print and television advertisements. However, 
Audible’s utilization of social media influencer marketing aids in the positioning of the company 
as the number one source for audiobooks due to its capacity to reach new, niche audiences via 
the third-party endorsement from these public figures. The following is a case study of Audible’s 
utilization of social media influencer marketing as a form of aboveboard, white propaganda. The 
study takes into account two major social media influencer campaigns for the company, a 
general marketing plan implemented in 2015, and one targeted for the New Year in 2017. Each 
instance of social media influencer marketing highlights the expert nature of Audible in their 
partnership with a multitude of social media influencers across multiple social media platforms. 
Audible conducts its use of social media influencer marketing in a reflective manner that does 
not hide away any detail about what they provide to their consumers and who is being paid to 
promote these provisions.  
 Audible primarily utilizes social media influencer marketing on YouTube, a video 
uploading social media site. Recognizing the need to meet potential consumers where they are, 




venture into social media influencer marketing, grew by 60% each year leading up to that point 
(MediaKix, 2020). Choosing YouTube over other social media platforms in order to engage in 
this kind of integrated marketing communication was an easy decision for Audible to make, as 
the statistics surrounding YouTube influencer marketing were strong: according to MediaKix 
(2020), a social media influencer marketing firm, 60% of people between the ages of 13-24 state 
that they would purchase products suggested to them by their favorite YouTube content creators. 
In 2015, Audible’s major objective for the utilization of social media influencer marketing was 
to obtain new consumers through the recommendation of social media influencers on YouTube, 
as well as increase awareness for the brand and all that it offers (MediaKix, 2020). Because 
YouTube is a niche social media platform, where there is an overabundance of content categories 
one can consume, Audible specifically chose YouTubers from gaming, entertainment, film and 
animation, people and blog, education, how to and style, and science and technology YouTube 
channel genres (MediaKix, 2020). In doing this, Audible was able to approach particular 
demographics and psychographics that find themselves attracted to the kind of content these 
social media influencers were creating.  
Some of the social media influencers approached in order to create sponsored content for 
Audible were on the Forbes’ highest-paid YouTuber list, including Rosanna Panisino, a baking 
YouTuber, and PewDiePie, a gaming YouTuber. According to MediaKix (2020) other notable 
YouTubers involved in this social media influencer marketing campaign included Tyler Oakley 
and Joey Graceffa, lifestyle YouTubers, as well a Jacksfilms (Jack Douglass), a YouTube 
entertainer. Of particular interest to this case study is Douglass, who to the date of this writing 




Douglass integrates the sponsored content from Audible at the end of his videos, alerting 
his followers that the video was paid for in part by the audiobook company and asking the simple 
question, “What is Audible?” Douglass, primarily a comic entertainer on YouTube, provides a 
silly acronym for the company’s name, usually without any true connection to the brand itself. 
For instance, MediaKix (2020) notes that one of Douglass’s Audible acronyms stood for 
“Audible, U Dense Incredible Bloated Little Ewok” (para. 16). After providing his audience with 
a comedic take on the sponsorship, Douglass then moves into exactly what Audible is and what 
it stands for, giving his audience a coupon code at the end of his marketing spiel for followers 
who want to try the service for free for their first month. In this way, Douglass manages to 
maintain the consistency of his channel style and form while also recommending Audible to his 
follower base in an effective manner.  
Another YouTube social media influencer sponsored by Audible is Grace Helbig, a daily 
vlogger (video-blogger) who focuses on lifestyle content. When she provides paid endorsement 
of the audiobook company, she tucks it into an espoused recommendation of a book she is 
currently listening to in order to create a parasocial connection with her followers (MediaKix, 
2020). Helbig regularly posts a video each month consisting of her favorite items. In one 
particular favorite items video, Helbig takes the time to discuss Amy Poehler’s book, “Yes 
Please,” providing an honest review and recommending her followers read the text as well. In a 
natural transition from genuine to sponsored content, Helbig shifts to her Audible portion of the 
video, noting that, for Poehler’s particular book, friends of hers narrate the audiobook available 
on Audible’s database, encouraging them to try a free month of the service to listen to these 




parasocial relationship with her followers in a charismatic manner, nudging them to utilize her 
promotional code so they may experience Poehler’s book for themselves in audio form.  
 As a result of the 2015 social media influencer campaign, Audible achieved 83,993,301 
eyes on their sponsored content to a YouTube subscriber user base of 132,901,145 (MediaKix, 
2020). The 2015 campaign was highly successful and did not foray into any manipulative, 
secretive marketing tactics, or what Ellul (1962/1973) refers to as black propaganda. Instead of 
not disclosing that the video one’s followers is enjoying is paid for by Amazon’s audiobook 
company, social media influencers on YouTube were able to highlight the fact that the video was 
sponsored in organic ways that matched the energy and nature of their own social media profiles. 
The campaign was so successful that it took reimagined form in 2017 via Kairos Media under a 
new theme of “New Year, New Me” (Kairos Media, 2020).  
In a combination marketing campaign of social media influencer marketing and social 
creative and digital planning, the New Year, New Me campaign for Audible went beyond the 
YouTube platform to engage followers of social media influencers through Instagram and 
Facebook. According to Kairos Media (2020), the objective for this integrated marketing 
communication plan was similar to the 2015 campaign: increasing Audible users and gaining 
more brand awareness for the company primarily through the utilization of social media 
influencer marketing. For New Year New Me, Kairos Media (2020) states that Audible only 
looked to lifestyle social media influencers for paid promotion, with the idea of maintaining New 
Years resolutions through the utilization of this audiobook organization a major theme. Lifestyle 
bloggers and social media influencers would most likely already be the ones engaging in 
parasocial interaction about resolutions during this time of year, making the decision to target 




through the content promoted on YouTube, Instagram, and Facebook by these lifestyle 
influencers, but ended up exceeding their goal by 71.5%, with over 6 million views overall over 
42 unique posts (Kairos Media, 2020). Audible still enjoys utilizing social media influencer 
marketing today, continuing to sponsor content in an aboveboard, fully disclosed manner.  
Audible’s utilization of social media marketing is successful due to their utilization of 
white propaganda for their integrated marketing communication endeavors. By allowing social 
media influencers to state that the content produced on their channels and profiles contains paid 
sponsorship, their followers know to take the recommendation with a grain of salt and conduct 
their own research about Audible. However, because of the highly selective nature concerning 
which social media influencers to enlist in their marketing campaign, Audible was able to secure 
the most influential people for the categories they represent and increase the likelihood of a 
return on investment. Social media influencer marketing in this way is not about engaging in 
integrated marketing communication efforts via as many influencers as possible; rather, social 
media influencer marketing is about finding influencers who engage their followers in the most 
positive parasocial regard that has connection with one’s own organizational mission and values. 
In a purely social world in which many people promote some element of fabrication of their 
lives, for social media influencer marketing, choosing the correct influencer who best represents 
the brand is more important than simply casting a wide communicative net to bring more 
consumers in at any cost.  
Audible’s utilization of social media influencer marketing is representative of its 
commitment to the Other in their mission and values proposition. By collaborating with social 
media influencers in a way that meets consumers where they are regarding the type of content 




that did not feel duped by the marketing discourse surrounding the posts. Instead, Audible fit 
well into the social media influencers’ content, making the sponsored connection appear 
seamless and organic, despite it being paid for. Engaging consumers from a local level through 
their parasocial relationships with specific social media influencers communicates not only 
Audible’s People Principles, but also their commitment to a situated, communal life, even if the 
community they reach with their campaigns is spread across space and time.  
If all social media influencer marketing was conducted as ethically and Other-centric, 
there would be no need for this project other than to describe this new approach to integrated 
marketing communication in the age of Web 2.0. However, the warnings issued by Arendt, 
Lasch, and McLuhan in Chapter One ring true as we delve deeper into this form of marketing. 
While the hope to reflectively attend to the situatedness of one’s mission and goals in relation to 
the situatedness of both consumer and social media influencer would make a utopian ideal for 
social media influencer marketing, in a world where the social and therapeutic reigns, social 
media acts as an extension of a banal self that looks to consumptive, capitalist roots to fulfill 
one’s needs. What Audible does is recognize the historical moment it is situated within as one of 
narcissism where consumers look to major voices to describe to them what values, norms, and 
therefore purchases to make. The social world is one of conformity on the basis of 
individuality—everyone believes they are making choices based upon their own set of beliefs, 
but really only make choices imposed upon them by outside leaders. Recognizing this 
phenomenon, Audible takes advantage by paying opinion leaders such as social media 
influencers to advocate their service as one to take part in. The dilemma for Audible’s utilization 
of social media influencer marketing is one of the social world in general—although Audible 




recognize that the endorsements given by their favorite social media influencers should be taken 
with a grain of salt, as it is clearly bought and paid for. Audible, therefore, can be considered an 
exemplar of reflective social media influencer marketing in an age of social banality. Other 
organizations do not conduct their integrated marketing communication practices as ethically. 
In a world where the social reigns, it is easy to take advantage of social media influencer 
marketing to reach a group of consumers that one would usually not acquire through more 
traditional marketing channels alone. Taking advantage of the parasocial relationship one 
maintains with their audience does not simply mean a lack of disclosure of sponsorship, and can 
blur between simple black or white propaganda. Not every corporation can be Audible, with 
many companies utilizing a mixture of black and white propaganda through social media 
influencers. One such company is BetterHelp, calling for further investigation. 
BetterHelp: Mental Health Social Media Influencer Marketing and the Blur between Black 
and White Propaganda 
 BetterHelp is a pioneering e-counseling platform founded in 2013 that allows individuals 
to access therapy and counseling services remotely through their smart phones or other electronic 
devices. BetterHelp is a company that emerges out of Web 2.0, looking to make psychiatric 
counseling “accessible, affordable, convenient—so anyone who struggles with life’s challenges 
can get help anytime, anywhere” (BetterHelp, 2020a, para. 1). Because BetterHelp is a purely 
online platform, they utilize social media influencer marketing heavily in their integrated 
marketing communication campaigns, primarily through YouTubers. However, because of the 
sensitive nature of the company and its lack of transparency through some of their influencer 




overrunning the reality of parasocial relationships between social media influencers and their 
followers by encouraging them to seek treatment for their personal, private lives.  
As review, Ellul (1962/1973) defines white propaganda as clearly defined persuasive 
messages. Typical advertisements, public relations efforts, and other traditional forms of 
integrated marketing communication efforts fall under the blanket of white propaganda, as most 
consumers recognize the clear bias in marketing messages that are produced by an organization. 
Black propaganda, on the other hand, is not clearly visible by those intended to view it. Instead, 
the persuasive element hides itself, leading its audience vulnerable to manipulation. Instances of 
product placement within movies or television shows where a product appears on screen can be 
considered a form of black propaganda—when a brand is clearly shown in these instances, they 
are usually paid for by the company, but it is not disclosed to the audiences, highlighting hidden 
manipulation. Black propaganda also disguises itself as white propaganda, where the audience 
believes they are being persuaded of one thing but in fact are being manipulated for some other 
truth. Issues of false or misleading advertising where clearly integrated marketing 
communication is at play but the full details of what is being offered is left in the dark is an 
example of this blur between black and white propaganda. In the case of BetterHelp’s blurring of 
black and white propaganda, the murkiness of social media influencer marketing comes from 
lack of awareness and disclosure on the part of the organization to potential influencers, resulting 
in misinformation provided to the consumer. The following looks to the origins of BetterHelp, 
highlighting its mission, values, and practices in order to obtain theoretical ground for their 
marketing practices. It then looks to BetterHelp’s social media influencer marketing efforts, 





BetterHelp Business Practices 
 BetterHelp emerged in 2013 with the mission of making the counseling exchange more 
affordable and accessible to those who do not possess the capability to physically attend therapy 
sessions. According to Brooker (2019), BetterHelp initiated as solely an asynchronous text-based 
service where clients possessed the ability to essentially email therapists for advice. In 2020, 
BetterHelp is now a full-fledged telemedicine service, with video conferencing, live chat, and 
phone session offerings utilized in order to provide a more synchronous counseling experience 
(Brooker, 2019). Additionally, BetterHelp allows clients to “try out” therapists before settling 
with them as their primary counselor, making it simple for people to choose therapists that fit 
with their needs (Brooker, 2019). BetterHelp (2020a) houses itself within Silicon Valley, sharing 
the neighborhood with the likes of technological giants such as Google, Apple, and Facebook. 
The company’s attention to locality thus appears different from Audible: instead of focusing on 
community building as part of mission, BetterHelp stresses innovation and progress to fulfill 
their clients’ needs. This notion emerges from review of their business practices. 
 When interviewed about the technological aspect of BetterHelp as a new frontier for 
counseling and therapy, company founder and president Alon Matas stated that the stress of the 
company is less on technology and more on therapy (Fader, 2017). However, Matas also stresses 
that they utilize technology in innovative and efficient ways to set themselves apart from what 
might bot help or a self-help smart phone application that utilize artificial intelligence software to 
serve their clients. Matas argues that “automated technology can’t replace the professional 
understanding, wisdom, and expertise of a trained human being,” but that we can bring the face-
to-face counseling encounter to the digital realm by providing the technological means to do so 




share with their therapist rather than focusing on technological replacement of human 
communication in the form of artificial intelligence or pre-loaded self-help mantras is something 
that BetterHelp shares with its Silicon Valley compatriots, with social media acting as a 
communication medium for persons to engage in relationships with one another across spatial 
distance. In this way, local soil is less important for BetterHelp than the relational component 
between therapist and client that occurs in cyberspace. BetterHelp, therefore, is essentially a 
centralizing, third-party service where both clients and therapists can sign up to take part.  
BetterHelp (2020b) operates with a model akin to ride share and courier services: 
licensed psychologists, marriage and family therapists, clinical social workers, and board 
licensed professional counselors can sign up to offer their services remotely to clientele that 
BetterHelp matches them with. Boasting over 7,000 counselors and thus acting as the world’s 
largest remote counseling service platform, BetterHelp (2020b) advertises itself to potential e-
counselors by stating “we provide the marketing, the technology and the additional income. You 
provide the professionalism, clinical experience and care” (para. 3). The assistance is clearly 
needed, as approximately 5,000 people sign up for counseling services through BetterHelp each 
day (BetterHelp 2020b), with this number rising in 2020 during the coronavirus pandemic, which 
saw a double in sign-ups in February 2020 compared to February 2019 (Miller, 2020). Much like 
an Uber or Grubhub business model, therapists who chose to provide services through 
BetterHelp are told that they may provide their counseling services full time or as supplemental 
income, with the additional benefit of not worrying about obtaining clients and conducting 
billing processes—BetterHelp provides all of the administrative support so that therapists may 




 The clients who sign up for BetterHelp (2020a) find remote counseling to be just as 
helpful as face-to-face counseling sessions, with a study by the Berkeley Well-Being Institute 
substantiating that claim. The study, conducted by Marcelle, Nolting, Hinshaw, and Aguilera 
(2019), found that 98% of clients utilizing BetterHelp made significant progress in their pursuit 
of more effective mental health services, 70% found they had less depressive symptoms, and 
94% of users claimed to prefer the utilization of BetterHelp as a remote counseling service over 
face-to-face therapy. As a result, BetterHelp as a communicative medium has facilitated over 66 
million encounters between clients and counselors, aiding 845,053 clients in their everyday 
mental health needs. BetterHelp (2020c) has enjoyed coverage from major news outlets such as 
the Wall Street Journal (Fruhlinger, 2014), Huffington Post (Fader, 2017), The New York Times 
(Miller, 2017), Forbes (Brooker, 2019), and the American Psychological Association 
(Novontney, 2017), all expressing BetterHelp as one of the pioneering forces behind e-
counseling and perhaps even making therapy more accepted by society, especially with the 
enlistment of social media influencers advocating its usage (Brooker, 2019). 
BetterHelp emerged in response to the growing want for personalization of all aspects of 
our lives (Brooker, 2019), described by Lasch (1979/1991) as a culture of narcissism and Arendt 
(1958/1998) as the social condition. As the private and public bleed into one social realm, the 
private psycho-therapy encounter can now take place anywhere, at any time, with anyone present 
in the room with you. On the one hand, BetterHelp contributes to the public vernacular a way to 
destigmatize the conversation surrounding mental health by bringing it into the space usually 
occupied by social media apps and discourse-related activities. Normalizing therapy in this way 
finds benefit for mental health improvement because those who would shy away from a 




not believe their problems are big enough to require counseling now have an affordable way to 
approach their personal struggles head on. On the other hand, BetterHelp fuels the modern 
assumption that we can utilize technology to enhance and make more efficient all aspects of our 
lives, even at the risk of making the personal public; simply because we can offer remote health 
services, does it mean that we should? What are some of the privacy risks associated with a 
third-party hosting all of my exchanges with my therapist? With word-of-mouth as the way to 
encourage more users for BetterHelp, does one risk ‘outing’ themselves to the wrong person by 
recommending it? The line between public and private that one manages to uphold in a 
counseling session becomes lost in the technological exchange, working through your personal 
problems in an online space at the risk of being hacked. With these concerns in mind, BetterHelp 
still finds itself a powerhouse for better mental health action and advocacy, utilizing social media 
influencer marketing to obtain more clients who may need to seek out a more personalized form 
of care.  
Social Media Influencer Marketing and BetterHealth: Emerging Problems and Issues 
 Though plenty of social media influencers reside in pockets of the Internet reserved for 
beauty, comedy, fashion, and lifestyle vlogging, mental health advocacy holds presence in the 
online world. Chapter Two examined YouTuber Zoe Sugg as a lifestyle social media influencer 
who also discusses her struggles with anxiety as representative of a human pseudo-event turning 
their personal lives into something for entertainment. Sugg, however, is not the only social media 
influencer who speaks about mental health on their social media platforms and, according to 
Tietjen (2019), mental health influencing has become something of a new trend on social media. 
The transparency of the social media influencer seems to hold no bounds, with many social 




struggles with conditions like depression and anxiety (Tietjen, 2019). For those who have 
already spoken out about mental health or for those with followers who have expressed their own 
struggles, BetterHelp steps in as a seemingly perfect match for social media influencer 
marketing. 
According to Tietjen (2019), partnerships between social media influencers and mental 
health providers have increased over the years, with major social media names such as Shane 
Dawson and Philip DeFranco advocating BetterHelp on their YouTube channels, Instagram 
posts, and through Tweets as sponsored content. According to Ellis (2018), BetterHelp has 
partnered with over 100 social media influencers for paid endorsement of its services to their 
followers across multiple platforms. BetterHelp’s utilization of social media influencer 
marketing is quite similar to Audible’s sponsoring content creation in exchange for a brand shout 
out somewhere in an influencer’s video or post (Lorenz, 2018). The following offers examples of 
BetterHelp’s utilization of social media influencer marketing through various platforms.  
One of the most famous YouTube influencers is Shane Dawson, discussed in the previous 
chapter to in order to understand parasocial interaction and charismatic rhetoric. Through his 
tenure on YouTube, much of his income came via AdSense, advertisements that resemble the 
form of the traditional television commercial that would interrupt his own content. Dawson 
partnered with BetterHelp in 2018 as he began to make more documentary-style videos, 
including one that profiled a fellow YouTuber that, in one segment, explored whether or not he 
was a sociopath for the meanspirited pranks that Jake Paul conducts on his channel (Dawson, 
2018). In this eight part video series, Dawson enlisted the help of Kati Morton, a counselor who 
makes YouTube videos to increase mental health awareness, to determine whether Paul was 




with Morton under the guise that she was a producer in order for her to get a fuller picture of 
who Paul is. Because the series utilized mental illness as a frame for understanding social media 
influencers, particularly Paul, Dawson secured a partnership with BetterHelp to sponsor the 
series (Ellis, 2018). This connection made logical sense: with Dawson regularly sharing his 
struggles with his own mental health and the video series having a tone complimentary to 
something BetterHelp can assist with, the paid endorsement came off as a genuine appeal to 
Dawson’s followers to utilize the service if they, too, were finding themselves struggling with 
any mental health issues. Many of BetterHelp’s partnerships with social media influencers 
appeared similarly to Dawson’s promotion, including another YouTube juggernaut, Philip 
DeFranco, who, according to Alexander (2018), was BetterHelp’s first social media influencer 
marketing venture.  
Philip DeFranco is known on YouTube as a media personality, providing popular culture 
and current events news daily for his 6.4 million subscriber base. Due to the news reporting 
nature of DeFranco’s YouTube channel, self-disclosure is not at the forefront of his content. This 
makes BetterHelp less fitting of the regular content one may see on DeFranco’s channel, 
however, in treating the paid promotion as a sponsored element of the channel, the break in 
content consistency is more akin to a commercial break one would find on television. In this 
regard, the BetterHelp paid promotion is in line with all other sponsorship announcements on 
DeFranco’s page, as he generally interrupts his news roundup videos midway in order to tell his 
viewers who the sponsor of the day is.  
In an interview with DeFranco, Alexander (2018) states that the social media influencer 
decided to partner with BetterHelp as a user of the service who resonated with their mission 




around, meaning that BetterHelp did not do much legwork to acquire such a famous social media 
influencer to promote their brand. In the paid promotion, DeFranco states to his followers that he 
is a user of the service and that many of his followers might benefit from the utilization of 
BetterHelp for their mental health needs as well, offering a discount via a referral link. 
According to Alexander (2018), DeFranco was even the one who suggests Dawson reach out to 
BetterHelp for sponsorship, nothing that he struggled with obtaining brand deals in the past. 
DeFranco and his company Rogue Rocket connected BetterHelp to many social media 
influencers for marketing purposes, receiving a percentage of the influencers’ pay from 
BetterHelp as a finder’s fee (Alexander, 2018). The social media influencers DeFranco assisted 
BetterHelp in obtaining for marketing purposes were major influencers such as Dawson, 
providing an opening for BetterHelp to primarily utilize this form of marketing in their integrated 
marketing communication efforts.  
While the utilization of social media influencer marketing in the case of BetterHelp 
appears to be aboveboard, white propaganda, controversy surrounding the operations of the 
company as well as the intent of the social media influencers who promoted the organization 
began to emerge in 2018. According to the Atlantic, for many followers of the social media 
influencers who promoted BetterHelp, they felt as though their favorite social media 
personalities were aiming to profit over their personal experiences with mental health issues such 
as depression and anxiety (Lorenz, 2018). Aside from Dawson and DeFranco, who treated the 
sponsorship as an announcement before or as a break in their original content, some social media 
influencers such as Elle Mills, created an entire video speaking about her mental health struggles 
in order to promote BetterHelp (Lorenz, 2018). Each social media influencer involved in 




though the counselors provided through the service can aid in any mental health issue one has 
whatsoever. However, BetterHelp is not equipped for any and all therapy issues as one may 
assume from their mission statement.  
Lorenz (2018) note that many social media influencers’ follower base are in the 15-24 
year-old age group. This group is susceptible to suicidal thoughts, with suicide being the third 
leading cause of death for that age group. Additionally, with such a young age group, depression 
is also prevalent, with 20 percent of adolescents experiencing this issue before adulthood 
(Lorenz, 2018). Because of this, the followers of these prominent social media influencers may 
be experiencing suicidal thoughts and feelings. Because of the parasocial relationships social 
media influencers hold with their followers, when they suggest BetterHelp to their base in order 
to fulfill any mental health need they have, they would include getting help for suicidal thoughts 
and actions. This is simply not the reality of BetterHelp’s counseling services, making the 
advertisement of the brand murky.  
Additionally, much of how BetterHelp works, including fees for services, was absent in 
the social media influencer marketing content for one’s followers. Lorenz (2018) states that 
BetterHelp advertises a start-up, weekly fee of $35 for people to begin to connect with 
counselors who can assist their needs. However, as people began to specify the kinds of services 
they would require, the weekly fee would be charged for the entire year up front, leaving many 
with a shocking price tag that they did not ask for. As a result, 86 BetterHelp clients have filed 
complaints with the Better Business Bureau for bad practices, with the additional complaint 
being that the counselors they were matched up with were “unresponsive, unhelpful, or refused 
them treatment” (Lorenz, 2018, para. 5). What is worse, the professional help that these social 




professional at all, leading to a disconnect between reality and fiction for this act of social media 
influencer marketing.  
In BetterHelp’s terms and conditions, they state that professional and licensed therapists 
were not a guarantee for those hoping to access mental health care (Alexander, 2018). However, 
social media influencers paid to promote the service announced the contrary, making the 
BetterHelp experience seem seamless, easy, and safe. Matas, the CEO of BetterHelp, has gone 
on record stating that all of this information was available for potential clients to inform 
themselves with, however, this information is buried in their terms of service, making it difficult 
for users to easily access what exactly it is they would be signing up for. Since 2018, BetterHelp 
(2020a) has added disclaimers to their website in order to highlight more important pieces of 
information for their potential users, such as the fact that they are not a suicide hotline and 
cannot assist those with those tendencies. In the midst of the scandal for BetterHelp, some social 
media influencers pulled their sponsored content from their social media pages, including 
Dawson, who re-edited his Paul series to eliminate any mention of the online counseling 
platform.  
BetterHelp’s utilization of social media influencer marketing indicates that not all 
marketing propaganda can emerge as simply black or white. While social media influencers were 
quick to disclose that their content was sponsored by BetterHelp, thus indicating to followers that 
what they are about to hear is bought and paid for, the lack of full disclosure on the part of 
BetterHelp moves this kind of marketing communication into the realm of black propaganda. 
Ellul (1962/1973) states that black propaganda can often portray itself as white propaganda, 
making those who absorb the message believe that they are being sold a certain message when in 




propaganda makes it difficult for a social media influencer’s followers to make adequate 
purchasing decisions, who idolize and adore these personalities to the point of nonreflective 
consumption. As Boorstin stated, we look to pseudo-events for entertainment purposes, but we 
also engage with them for digestible pieces of information that allows us to side-step more 
traditional resources like books or manuals. As human pseudo-events, social media influencers 
are not simply entertainers but are tastemakers and informers—leaving out key pieces of 
information such as payment options and availability of true professional therapists is not 
responsibly engaging one’s followers. BetterHelp not disclosing that information to the social 
media influencers signing on also are not engaging in reflective action, and thus engaged with 
black propaganda to their public, white propagandists.  
Additionally, the social media influencers who aid in marketing BetterHelp are not 
immune to coming off as disingenuous, as Alexander (2018) notes that many of these sponsored 
posts were accompanied by heart wrenching, self-disclosing personal anecdotes that for many 
came off as an inorganic post, especially after shouting out BetterHelp at the end of their videos, 
Instagram photo captions, or Tweets. The implication for social media influencer marketing as a 
result is that charismatic leadership and parasocial relationships can only go so far—when there 
is a perceived break in character for one’s content, followers are less likely to take the suggestion 
as genuine. As social media influencers share private information about themselves for their 
followers to find kinship with, it is important that they do not disclose for nefarious reasons, such 
as obtaining $100 per BetterHelp sign up (Alexander, 2018). In this regard, social media 
influencer marketing is not a holy grail for all integrated marketing communication efforts, 




Finally, BetterHelp’s use of social media influencer marketing is indicative of the central 
issue surrounding this form of marketing: when one brings the deeply personal into the social, it 
becomes a caricature of itself. Arendt warns against the social, in which the private merges with 
the public, leaving nowhere to hide from public judgment. In the self-disclosure of one’s mental 
health issues for the sake of promoting a counseling app to one’s followers, the social media 
influencer no longer serves as an opinion leader, but rather moves into the realm of something 
more akin to emotional prostitution. While there are many social media influencers who 
primarily utilize their platforms to advocate for mental health awareness, such as DissociaDID 
and Team Pinata, who share their struggles with dissociative identity disorder, the move to 
monetize these personal struggles as well as the struggles of one’s follower base moves away 
from genuine advocacy to false advertising.  
Overall, BetterHelp’s Silicon Valley roots that stress innovation and efficiency bleed into 
their social media influencer marketing efforts by concealing the entire picture of what is being 
offered in favor of flashy, self-disclosing content from some of the biggest personalities on 
YouTube. Failure to adequately describe what kind of care users should expect to receive comes 
across as a form of black propaganda, allowing social media influencers to produce sponsored 
content that does not resonate with what is actually being offered by the company. Thus, 
although social media influencers clearly indicated that their endorsement of BetterHelp 
represented a paid engagement, indicating an instance of white propaganda, the misinformation 
provided to their audience taints this disclosure. As a result of the uproar surrounding the mixed 
signals consumers received from social media influencer marketing, BetterHelp has changed 
their website layout and terms of service to make information more accessible to potential 




influencers who promoted BetterHelp have addressed the concerns surrounding the app directly 
to their followers, and in some cases removing sponsorship of the app in their content 
(Alexander, 2018). For instance, Dawson’s YouTube series in which the BetterHelp sponsorship 
was most prevalent was edited to remove the paid promotional component of the videos 
(Alexander, 2018). For crisis communication standards, Arnett, DeIuliis, and Corr (2017) would 
define the responsive actions conducted by BetterHelp as an instance of change after arguments 
from the public came to light on a number of issues. BetterHelp engaged in reaction rather than 
proactivity, causing one to wonder if these changes would be implemented if external audiences 
never brought up the issues surrounding the company’s practices in visible ways. Thus, the 
dilemma for BetterHelp’s utilization of social media influencer marketing is one of awareness—
when there is a blur between black and white propaganda approaches in one’s integrated 
marketing communication strategies, how can one be certain that paid promotion utterances are 
legitimate even when coming from voices they trust? The ambiguity of black and white 
propaganda approaches is one of major concern for social media influencer marketing practices, 
but, perhaps, is not as sinister as completely black propaganda.  
The final case study of this chapter illuminates an instance of purely black propaganda on 
both the social media influencers’ side of the promotional experience as well as in the 
organizational discourse of the brand itself. While not an institution in its own right, the events 
surrounding the failed Fyre Festival in 2017 represents the dark side of social media influencer 
marketing, with a charismatic leader at the helm of operations bolstering the promotion of a scam 
event that was doomed to fail from the start. Fyre Festival represents the final step on the 
phenomenological stepladder of unreflective and dangerous utilization of social media influencer 




Fyre Festival as Black Propaganda: Charisma, Non-Disclosure, and Chaos 
 In 2017, the millennial realm of social media was taken by storm by an event to end all 
events: Fyre Festival. Led by Billy McFarland and rapper Ja Rule, Fyrefest was to be a major 
music festival where people could purchase tickets and luxury bungalows placed on a beautiful 
island on the Bahamas, flown on a private plane, and celebrate together as they enjoyed music 
from major recording artists. What occurred instead was the defrauding of hundreds of people as 
they found themselves trapped on an island, relegated to hurricane relief tents, and having to 
fight and barter with others for items as basic as toilet paper.  
 In a rare but all too familiar instance of social media influencer marketing, Fyre Festival 
represents Ellul’s notion of black propaganda, described as persuasive messages that influence 
persons to take up particular actions and beliefs without their recognition of being manipulated. 
For the promotion of Fyre Festival, everyone was manipulated by the organizer, McFarland, into 
believing that a major music festival akin to Woodstock and Coachella was possible without 
having any evidence to show for it. Social media influencers paid to promote the event did so 
without researching how the event would occur, posting on their social media pages visually 
striking images without an attribution that it was bought and paid for. Fyre Festival is 
representative of the ultimate price we pay for relegating all choice to the social world: extreme 
individualism at the expense of others.  
The following details the rise and fall of Fyre Festival 2017 as told through major news 
sources and the two documentaries released in 2019. After explicating the event, the project will 
turn to the leadership of Billy McFarland as a charismatic leader, detailing prior business 
ventures leading to the unsuccessful Fyre Festival scandal and his eventual arrest and sentencing 




hand in the promotion of the doomed event will be examined, turning to major implications and 
consequences that emerge from this act of integrated marketing communication. In this instance, 
black propaganda was utilized on both the part of McFarland, the charismatic leader and creator 
of the event, as well as the social media influencers who promoted it while not disclosing that the 
content their followers saw was bought and paid for.  
Fyre Festival Rising and Falling 
 Howells (2019) provides a comprehensive overview of the event for Forbes magazine, 
stating that Fyre Festival was “billed as a ‘luxury music festival’ on a private island in the 
Bahamas (Norman’s Cay) previous owned by Pablo Escobar” (para. 2). Fyre Festival took the 
internet by storm at first, with the creators paying over 400 major social media influencers to 
promote the event on their Instagram accounts, including Kendall Jenner, Bella Hadid, and 
Emily Ratajkowski (Howells, 2019). The Netflix documentary “Fyre: The Greatest Party That 
Never Happened” follows entrepreneur Billy McFarland and R&B artist Ja Rule as they hire 
famous models to star in a promotional video in the Bahamas that was widely shared on social 
media to get people excited about the festival. Howells (2019) states that Fyre Festival was to 
occur in April and May of 2017, with ticket prices varying from $500-$1500 for regular 
admission and $12,000 for a VIP package that included private jet travel, luxury tents, and 
“gourmet food from celebrity chefs” (para. 3). Other sources cite upwards of $100,000 for a 
ticket to Fyre Festival, making going to the event a major investment for most people (Baggs, 
2019). There were also major artists slated to perform at Fyre Festival, most notably the pop-
punk band, Blink-182 and R&B artist Tyga (Howells, 2019). When the promotional video aired 




to 95% of tickets being sold within 48 hours of the first promotional video (Howells, 2019). 
What occurred five months thereafter was pure chaos.  
 Howells (2019) describes the first weekend of Fyre Festival as nothing short of a disaster: 
the weather was awful with torrential downpours and heavy winds hours before the first guests 
were to arrive, there was not enough security for the amount of people who attended, the food 
was decidedly less than gourmet, the luxury tents turned out to be FEMA tents left over from 
Hurricane Matthew, and all of the artists cancelled. It was a point of major institutional failure 
and let down for those who paid to attend the event, those involved in creating the event, and the 
multiple investors who found themselves defrauded out of their return on investment. Such 
institutional collapse leads one to ask, “how could it possibly get this bad?” The answer, it 
appears, was awful planning, according to Howells (2019).  
 Howells (2019) explains how an event like Fyre Festival generally takes an entire year to 
pull off whereas the planners involved for this festival only had about eight weeks to accomplish 
such an organizational feat. The organizers of the event had to change locations for the festival to 
Roker Point, a large island of the Great Exuma, causing logistical issues. Howells (2019) notes 
how Fyre Festival was also planned on the same weekend as the largest event for Great Exuma, 
the Annual Regatta, meaning that every housing option was already booked out months prior. 
Additionally, more tickets for Fyre Festival were sold than could be accommodated for on the 
island, meaning that any housing the organizers were able to obtain were overbooked (Howells, 
2019). Further, the island had nothing on it, meaning that the organizers had to build the 
infrastructure from the ground up. That, coupled with bad luck with weather and bad contracts 
for incidentals like water, food, and other necessities, made the event a disaster from start to 




 Bever and Wang (2018) also explicate some of the horrors of Fyre Festival, once thought 
to be the next Coachella in the making. They cite the experiences of the festival-goers, stating the 
disappointment and dread associated with expecting a $12,000 luxury island experience included 
gourmet meals, fantastic musical acts, and beautiful lodging ripe for Instagram and meeting 
haphazardly thrown together cheese sandwiches (not enough to go around), damp disaster-relief 
tents, and no musical acts to be found (Bever & Wang, 2018). Social media, utilized originally to 
the organizers’ advantage in creating visually striking advertising for the event, morphed into the 
eventual reputation downfall of the event, as hashtags such as #dumpsterfyre being used to 
explicate what was happening in the Bahamas (Bever & Wang, 2018). 
Todd (2019) of the BBC might summate Fyre Festival best when he states  
It started with an eye-catching video offering a luxury Bahamas festival weekend with 
models and celebrities galore. It ended with thousands of people stuck on a small island 
in tents meant for refugees, eating limp sandwiches from trays, and with the organizer, 
Billy McFarland, jailed for fraud (para. 1). 
Experiencing the festival first-hand as an island local, Todd (2019) offers his thoughts on the 
event, reflecting on how it all fell apart. Todd (2019) states that Festivalgoers were promised a 
luxurious getaway that included a buried treasure hunt that was worth more than one million 
dollars, a private jet experience, landing on Pablo Escobar’s island in style. They received chaos 
in return. Todd (2019) explicates his meeting with Billy McFarland, the organizer behind Fyre 
Festival, describing him as “the ultimate millennial villain,” always with a smile on his face and 
a handshake at the ready as he led investors, locals, and festival-goers to believe that the Festival 





 Todd’s (2019) article brings the local side of the disaster to the fore, noting how he and 
other islanders on the main island worked to help the Festival attendees find housing and food. 
He cites a group of about 20 locals decked out in Fyre gear in the midst of the foreign overtake, 
noting them as being taken in by the “cult” as other locals tried to stay afloat amidst the chaos 
(Todd, 2019). The local identified in both Fyre Festival documentaries as well as this article as 
the most let down by McFarland and his team was Maryann Rolle, owner of the restaurant 
Exuma Point. Rolle “bore the brunt of the chaos feeding up to a thousand people a day without 
ever getting paid,” leaving her with a net loss of about $50,000 when the Festival ended (Todd, 
2019, para. 52). He ends his explication on a positive note, stating that the social media surge 
that caused the ultimately chaotic weekend on the island had done some good: people donated to 
a GoFundMe to support Rolle, fundraising every cent she lost (Todd, 2019), McFarland nowhere 
to be found.  
 Baggs (2019) looks to the consumer experience of Fyre Festival in his BBC News article, 
homing in on a particular attendee, Seth Crossno, blogger and podcaster, in order to explicate 
how those who purchased tickets understood the disaster. According to Baggs (2019), Crossno 
and his friends spent $45,000 on the encompassing experience to find that nothing was set up 
when they arrived at the Exumas, workers and trucks still littering the site. They happened upon 
one of the planning notebooks, presumably left lying around the campsite, noting that the 
organizers had orders in for incidentals like candy and booze, but nothing regarding housing or 
entertainment (Baggs, 2019).  
 After reading through the major news sources’ explications of the event, Fyre Festival 
looks to be a case of poor planning and organizational failure, with many business outlets 




planning well in advance (Wyher, 2019), getting in front of a business narrative on social media 
before it goes south (Cohn, 2019), and not overpromising and getting in over your head 
(Wozniak, 2019) to name a few. However, this project argues that in lieu of giving quick 
business tips for avoiding event disasters, those belonging to an organization need to be wary of 
charismatic leadership and the willingness to follow these leaders into chaos for the sake of 
being one with the herd, even if one is a leader of the herd. 
Billy McFarland: Charisma and Chaos 
 While it is exciting to detail the rise and fall of an organizational event at this catastrophic 
level, one needs to examine the inner-managerial practices of an organization that allowed 
something like Fyre Festival to occur. The person at the center of this heavily documented failure 
is Billy McFarland, self-proclaimed entrepreneur and organizer of Fyre Festival in 2017. In the 
aftermath of the event, McFarland pleaded guilty to wire fraud and is now serving up to six years 
in prison as a result (Bever & Wang, 2018). Bever & Wang (2018) state the remorse McFarland 
showcased in the sentencing hearing in late 2018, noting that he “repeatedly apologized” as he 
asked for leniency due to his recent diagnosis as untreated bipolar disorder (para. 5). The court 
decidedly ruled that bipolar disorder is not an excusable diagnosis for what occurred in regard to 
Fyre Festival, with Judge Naomi Buchwald sentencing McFarland to six years in jail with 
$26,182,386 to be paid to investors, locals, and concert goers who were defrauded through his 
actions (Bever & Wang, 2018).  
 Within these charges are scams outside of Fyre Festival that McFarland ran, including “a 
sham ticket-selling business” that emerged after the event fiasco where McFarland sold 
fraudulent tickets to major fashion, music, and sporting events, causing 30 victims a total 




was “a serial fraudster and to date his fraud, like a circle, has no end,” citing that he has been 
“dishonest most of his life” (Moynihan, 2018, para. 7). In fact, Moynihan (2018) asserts that the 
Festival in and of itself was simply a promotion for another scam-like business, described in a 
more detailed fashion in the Hulu documentary, “Fyre Fraud.” McFarland, it seems, has 
experience with a long list of odd businesses, causing one pause and calling for reflection upon 
his character.  
 One of his investors, John Nemeth, stated that he lost $180,000 by putting faith in 
McFarland, citing him as “an extremely skilled and convincing liar” as well as a forger 
(Moynihan, 2018, para. 14). McFarland even convinced Ja Rule, a majorly successful rap artist, 
to jump on board of the creation of a Fyre app, which was premised as a way for people to hire 
celebrities to attend their parties—bringing the rapper’s face to the app gave it major credibility 
(Livingstone, 2019). Both documentaries showcase the tens of people who fell in line under 
McFarland’s thumb, causing one to wonder who the man is behind all of these scams.  
 Business Insider created a timeline overview of McFarland’s entrepreneurial life, 
detailing his career from start to finish (Hanbury, 2019). McFarland began his business ventures 
at the age of 13, creating a service that worked to bring websites and designers together. After 
dropping out of Bucknell University, Hanbury (2019) states that McFarland created Spling, an 
online advertising platform. His entrepreneurial star began to rise in 2013 with the creation of 
Magnises, a trendy black card one can use for their debit and credit transactions in New York 
City, with added benefits for the city’s millennials including a club house in a West Village 
townhome (Hanbury, 2019). According to Hanbury (2019), the Magnisus card cost members 
$250 with the promise of access to special events and discounted tickets to major events, never 




Magnisus was beginning to go south, leading to the previously discussed issues and the creation 
of another fraudulent company, NYC VIP Access (Hanbury, 2019).  
 Beyond this profile, the two competing documentaries on Fyre Festival provide a portrait 
of McFarland by his former allies and employees. Smith’s (2019) Fyre: The Greatest Party that 
Never Happened gives the viewer an inside look into the makings of the festival, following 
McFarland and others around with cameras throughout the event. The documentary opens with 
McFarland on “Fyre Key,” the island they rented for the original advertisement, smiling with an 
influencer and telling viewers that the greatest event ever is about to take place (Smith, 2019). 
Shortly after, it shows McFarland after the scandal occurs, following him with a camera as they 
ask what he is going to do now that he found himself accused of defrauding hundreds of people. 
It places the primary blame on McFarland, painting him as a charismatic leader who brought 
everyone down. 
 Smith’s (2019) take on the Festival highlights some of McFarland’s speaking 
engagements: he comes across as a very confident, happy person, who seems to know his way 
around a business. He business partners and employees assert that they were given no reason to 
believe that McFarland was engaged in fraudulent actions, nor were they aware that he did not 
have the resources he claimed to have to support the Festival (Smith, 2019). Locals of the island 
that McFarland hired were under the impression that McFarland was a powerful businessman 
with a lot of resources, especially as he had a famous musician working so closely with the event 
(Smith, 2019). Much of the documentary captures multiple interactions between McFarland and 
Ja Rule in front of dreamy scenery as they talked to the camera about their vision for the event: 
this atmosphere of business savvy was further compounded by employees who noted him as a 




to McFarland about logistical issues, they cited that they were taken by his resilience to move 
forward, with one unsure if he was delusional or a genius (Smith, 2019). The employees 
interviewed in Smith’s (2019) film continually cited the horrors of dealing with McFarland as 
they continually told him that the event was going to fail while he pushed on.  
The documentary turns to discuss Fyre Cay, a website dedicated to whistleblowing the 
inner workings of Fyre Festival, showing that some people in the planning process were 
attempting to let the public know that things were going south (Smith, 2019). The site ended up 
being taken down before it tipped anyone off about what was happening. It is obvious that this 
documentary was originally supposed to be a success story, as cameras were around for the 
entire planning process of the event, beginning with the advertising video in Norman’s Cay to 
the very end of the event on Great Exuma. What they captured instead was organizational chaos, 
with McFarland and Ja Rule at the head and employees removing themselves from blame as they 
fell victim to charismatic leadership. It is apparent that a vision was clear for McFarland—it just 
turned out to be solely a vision with no execution, to the tune of millions of dollars.  
 Hulu’s competing documentary, Fyre Fraud takes a different spin, sitting McFarland 
down for an interview just days before he was to go to jail for his actions leading up to the event 
disaster. With no connections to the planning of Fyre Festival, this documentary was free to 
really dig into what the cause was for this point of organizational failure. This is contrary to the 
finger-pointing and removal of blame that occurred with the Netflix documentary, which was 
originally produced by Jerry Media, the group hired to promote Fyre Festival. Furst and Nason 
(2019) give a more unbiased portrait of McFarland as they allow him to speak for himself; 
however, through this interview, it becomes apparent that all of the negative comments 




 Showing McFarland in various interviews, it is apparent that he is a charismatic leader: 
high energy, quirky, and seeming very capable in terms of leadership. They also showcase the 
letters of support McFarland had produced for his trial, where people called him a visionary, 
inspiring, and a leader, speaking to his charismatic traits (Furst & Nason, 2019). Furst and Nason 
(2019) place the influence of social media at the center of McFarland’s success, with participants 
in the documentary alluding that one would be able to see McFarland as a fraudster from a mile 
away if it were not for the strength he had in social media marketing. His in-person interview for 
the documentary shows how skilled of a rhetor McFarland is, smoothly talking through the Fyre 
Festival failure in a way that made it seem that there was no inclination that it would go wrong. 
The most effective part of the documentary for understanding the dark side of charisma is when 
McFarland claims to never had lied throughout the planning process nor the interview—the 
documentary then replays every moment in the interview where he lied, with visual elements 
appearing to corroborate the fact that he was untruthful (Furst & Nason, 2019). Both 
documentaries provide a fuller understanding of how people were swept into the fold by 
McFarland: his energy is contagious, he surrounds himself with influential people, and he 
expertly knows how to market a vision. In doing this, both documentaries provide a warning to 
not trust every silver-tongued entrepreneur we meet: not everyone can be Steve Jobs, some are 
Billy McFarlands.   
Social Media Influencer Marketing and Fyre Festival: Lessons Learned 
 The events of Fyre Festival could not take place without the help of around 400 social 
media influencers who promoted the event to their enamored followers (Shaw, 2019). The 
marketing campaign surrounding the festival was based upon major influencers captivating their 




single orange square as an Instagram photo to promote the festival, gaining the attention of 300 
million people in 48 hours (Shaw, 2019). Additionally, as stated previously in this section, a 
visually stunning video showcasing extremely wealthy influencers, including supermodels like 
Bella Hadid, partying on an island in the Bahamas in order to represent the excitement that 
awaited festival-goers if they purchased tickets to Fyre Festival 2017 (Shaw, 2019). The 
promotion of Fyre Festival is an exemplar of Lasch’s narcissistic culture that seeks to build up 
mirrors around oneself through consumption of popular goods. 
Utilizing social media influencers who have parasocial connections with their followers 
to showcase a lifestyle worth mirroring resulted in tickets selling out almost immediately, 
including expensive travel and accommodations packages that promised luxury villas and first 
class air fare as part of the experience (Baggs, 2019). The illusion of experiencing the life of 
social media influencers and the potential of gaining “social capital” by attending was too great 
for those enamored by these human pseudo-events (Hickman, 2019, para. 19). According to 
AdWeek, 92% of millennials look to social media influencers for guidance on what to buy, 
finding them more trustworthy than traditional integrated marketing communication efforts (as 
cited in Shaw, 2019). What Fyre Festival primarily teaches consumers and marketers alike is that 
social media influencers as charismatic forces are not immune from the charm of another—in 
this case, McFarland’s utilization of charismatic rhetoric brought not only an entire marketing 
team under his wing, but also major investors, a rap artist, and 400 influencers into the illusion of 
Fyre Festival. This failed event brings major implications for social media influencer marketing 
for both marketers and consumers.  
 Hickman (2019) notes that as a result of the catastrophic event gone wrong, many of the 




promotion, which Baggs (2019) asserts is a violation of Federal Trade Commission regulations 
for truth in advertising. Many integrated marketing communication experts agree with this 
assertion. In an article published by PR Week, Hickman (2019) collects the opinions on various 
social media marketing experts on the consequences of Fyre Festival for social media influencer 
marketing, many of which highlight the importance of transparency and regulation of this new 
integrated marketing communication trend. 
 While most of the social media influencers involved in the promotion of Fyre Festival 
deleted their original Instagram posts that fetched upwards of $250,000 for them, transparency 
between promoter and audience and organization and promoter is one of the major foci 
integrated marketing communication experts point to for moving forward in social media 
influencer marketing (Hickman, 2019). According to many of the experts that Hickman (2019) 
surveyed, organizations need to exhibit transparency when explicating to potential social media 
influencer promoters what exactly it is they will be sharing with followers and for influencers to 
clearly state that what their followers are seeing is, in fact, an advertisement, lest it falls into the 
realm of Ellul’s black propaganda. According to Gilliland (2019) many of the social media 
influencers involved in the Instagram campaign failed to disclose that the orange square 
promoting Fyre Festival was bought and paid for and, if they did happen to tag the post with #ad, 
Kleinman (2019) asserts that it was buried in between a myriad of other hashtags, hiding the true 
nature of the post and leaving the social media influencers’ followers to believe that the content 
was authentic and organic. The followers of these individuals found themselves manipulated into 
believing that their favorite social media influencers were posting about the event because they 





 In addition to transparency, integrated marketing communication experts note the danger 
of social media influencers not knowing the brand, product, or service well enough to promote it 
to their fans in a confident manner as becoming more apparent after the events of Fyre Festival 
(Hickman, 2019). Chapter One noted this issue of lack of brand research with Gabbie Hanna’s 
promotion of makeup brushes by Kenza Cosmetics, but when it comes to Fyre Festival, 
something more sinister was at play. McFarland’s utilization of charismatic leadership was a 
major facet of keeping the event in motion despite having nothing to show to investors or 
marketers. Hickman (2019) notes a marketer’s comments on the combination of gullibility and 
naivety of social media influencers and marketers with the manipulative nature of McFarland as 
a charismatic leader of Fyre Festival as “a complete car crash” (para. 10). McFarland’s 
utilization of lying as a form of reputation management complimented by a charming personality 
that made people want to belong to his group and partake in the organization of this event left 
social media influencers vulnerable to the very personality traits they wield when engaging in 
parasocial interactions with their followers. On this level, promoting the event at the start of Fyre 
Festival planning comes across as a simple mistake, finding oneself taken in by charismatic 
leadership. However, marketing experts point to the failure on the part of the social media 
influencers to address their followers when it became clear that the event was fraudulent. As 
noted, many simply deleted their original posts without comment, with only one major 
influencer, model Bella Hadid publicly apologizing for leading her fans astray in purchasing 
tickets for the event (Shaw, 2019). Once again, this implication leads marketers to advocate for 
heavier regulation for social media influencer marketing.  
 Prior to Fyre Festival, the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) had implemented a 2017 




social media post on their personal account is paid for by a brand or organization (Kleinman, 
2019; BBC News, 2017). When the demand came down, BBC News (2017) reported that the 
FTC required social media influencers “must ‘clearly and conspicuously’ declare connections to 
it,” whether it be a paid promotion, the influencer received the product for free (such as in a PR 
kit), or if there were some business or family tie-in to the brand or organization being showcased 
(para. 5). The regulations even cover where on a social media influencers post the disclosure 
should be: for instance, paid disclosures should be listed in the first few words, as people on 
smartphones do not see past the first couple of words on any social media posts (BBC News, 
2017). Additionally, in the aftermath of Fyre Festival, the Advertising Standards Authority 
(ASA) in the United Kingdom worked to tighten the regulation surrounding social media 
influencer marketing, doling out warnings to those who had broken the rules (Gilliand, 2019). 
However, while these regulations are posted for all to adhere to with the promise of 
repercussions for those who do not comply, Kleinman (2019) asserts that they are rarely 
followed with even rarer punishment given.  
 Stokel-Walker (2019) of The Guardian states that much of the regulation surrounding 
social media influencer marketing is rarely enforced for two main reasons. First, by enforcing 
large text or out of place advertisement disclosures, one changes the form of the social medium. 
Stokel-Walker (2019) notes that for social media, user experience is at the forefront of their 
missions, making any alteration to that experience (i.e. large font advertisement disclosures or a 
fractured social media post that breaks from aesthetic) a non-starter. Instagram, Snapchat, 
Facebook, and other social media where these influencers thrive would not penalize social media 
influencers for refusing to break from user experience (Stokel-Walker, 2019). The other reason 




marketing is not enforced is because it is difficult to tell who is actually being paid for their 
promotion of a product or service.  
 A social media influencer does not become an opinion leader overnight: much of the 
time, they are establishing themselves on various social media platforms for a long period of 
time, “playing the game” until they begin to gain traction. In order to do this, Stokel-Walker 
(2019) argues that wannabe social media influencers pretend to be representing brands that never 
paid them for the exposure nor sent them a free press kit of products. She writes “teenagers 
hoping to score brand deals are faking it until they make it, buying the latest perfume, clothes 
and trainers and thanking brands on Instagram for the gift in the hope that competitors will send 
them free stuff” (Stokel-Walker, 2019, para. 25). Not only do regulators have to keep watch on 
actual paid promotion, but they also have to decipher who is actually responsible for abiding by 
these rules—the existence of micro-influencers, or social media influencers with 70,000 or fewer 
followers, makes this scrutiny even more difficult to manage (Stokel-Walker, 2019; Shaw, 
2019). The Internet in this way is a wild west of sorts for integrated marketing communication, 
as the industry of the social media influencer is convoluted in attempting to promote the best 
image of authority for one’s followers.  
 Despite these hurdles, Fyre Festival illuminates that the difficulties of regulation should 
not become a barrier to aiding social media influencers in reflective marketing practices. 
Although many tout the marketing component of Fyre Festival a success in the showmanship of 
what social media influencer marketing can do (Kleinman, 2019), some claim that it should not 
be seen as a celebration of this form of integrated marketing communication (Shaw, 2019; 
Hickman, 2019; Stokel-Walker, 2019). Most of the social media influencers involved broke FTC 




were genuinely excited about Fyre Festival and were signaling to their fans that they should go. 
For many followers of social media influencers, this is to be taken at face value, meaning the 
hundreds of tickets sold for Fyre Festival were not based in above board, clearly identified white 
propaganda, but through black propaganda: emotional manipulation through parasocial 
interaction. Instead of proving the power of this integrating marketing communication form, the 
case of Fyre Festival highlights a major issue surrounding social media influencer marketing: the 
banality of the social.  
 In the effort to blend the world of private and public into one neat package, social media 
influencers are free to create surface-level, parasocial relationships with complete strangers, 
enticing them to emulate the lifestyles they tout online. Without disclosing reality from fiction, 
the promoters of Fyre Festival inadvertently found themselves in the middle of one of the 
greatest frauds of the 2010s. Some may have fallen under the spell of McFarland’s charisma, 
truly believing that there was no harm in promoting this event to their followers: Bella Hadid is 
quoted as stating that she was just as surprised as everyone that the event did not go off perfectly 
(Stokel-Walker, 2019). However, by not getting the facts first and seeing the plans for this event, 
the social media influencers involved in promoting Fyre Festival did so without care for the 
Other, engaging in black propaganda to obtain more social power.  
Implications for Social Media Influencer Marketing: A Brief Preview 
 Overall, social media influencer marketing takes many forms, with issues surrounding 
disclosure at the fore regarding all stakeholders involved. First, disclosure of advertising content 
is important for social media influencers to uphold when endorsing brands, organizations, and 
services, so their followers are aware that they are subject to manipulative integrated marketing 




their followers becomes violated, potentially leading people down the wrong path. Second, 
disclosure of what an organization is truly selling must be communicated between brand and 
social media influencer for reflective sponsorship to occur. Whether this be akin to Audible, 
allowing social media influencers to try the product for free before advocating its usage, or a 
social media influencer doing proper research that was so needed in the promotion of Fyre 
Festival, full understanding of what one is protecting and promoting in one’s communication 
with their social media following is of major import for reflective marketing practices. Finally, 
the kind of self-disclosure associated with a piece of social media influencer marketing must be 
carefully considered to avoid an act akin to emotional prostitution. In the instance of BetterHelp, 
extreme self-disclosure of one’s experience with depression, anxiety, and other mental health 
issues does not carry with it the benefits of a parasocial relationship for integrated marketing 
communication if it comes off as pandering. Too much self-disclosure highlights the fantastical 
element of the parasocial relationship between social media influencer and follower and comes 
off as disingenuous.  
 The case studies presented represents a phenomenological stepladder for the 
consequences of social media influencer marketing in a narcissistic age by highlighting the 
different propaganda methods each organization utilized in their use of social media influencer 
marketing. Audible is the most reflective and situated organization in their use of this new form 
of integrated marketing communication, clearly identifying their major business practices for 
social media influencers to disclose to their followers, with attribution of paid endorsement 
given. BetterHelp brings social media influencer marketing closer to banality, where these 
influencers were not aware of the entire business model before suggesting its use to their 




form of social media influencer marketing, where black propaganda is wielded by not only the 
organization responsible for disclosing accurate information to their consumers, but also by the 
social media influencers themselves as they post sponsored content without acknowledgment of 
payment. Each case brings with it implications for the practice of social media influencer 
marketing when observed through the lens of the various scholars explicated in this project. The 
final chapter provides deeper insight into these implications.  
 Chapter Five begins with a revisit of Arendt and her notions of the banality of evil and 
the social condition in order to understand the major implications for social media influencer 
marketing in the 21st century. While Arendt utilizes the term banality of evil to describe the 
horrors of Nazi Germany as a result of unflinching bureaucracy, I utilize this metaphor to 
understand unreflective practices of social media and the pitfalls of consumption for 
consumption’s sake in the reign of social media influencer marketing. The banality of the social 
rest in Lasch’s realm of narcissistic culture, where we seek to mirror those who have status in 
order to make ourselves seem more important to a consumer world. Utilizing the scholarship of 
Arendt as an overall theoretical foundation for this project, the chapter breifly reviews the 
concepts provided by the likes of Lasch, Ellul, Boorstin, McLuhan, and others in order to 
examine the consequences for social media influencer marketing in accordance with the cases 
studied here. While social media influencer marketing possesses the capacity for reflective, non-
manipulative engagement, I argue that there is an increased need for reflective skills and 
practices in the social media realm for integrated marketing communication professionals to 
hone in a world where banality is expected and disengagement is the norm. The concluding 
chapter also looks to law surrounding social media as a touchstone for engaging social media 




media influencer marketing in a manner that benefits both consumer and organization, a more 
fruitful communicative environment may emerge from this integrated marketing communication 
























Chapter Five—The Banality of Social Media Influencer Marketing  
 In the 21st Century, banality rears its ugly head in many forms. While institutional 
banality in the form of Nazi Germany has not reached such a staggering level in many years, 
Arendt’s (1963) call to reflection is one of major import for engaging the world from both 
communication ethics and philosophy of communication standpoints. Asking oneself what are 
the ethical goods that matter within a given historical moment allows one to reflectively engage 
the world—recognizing why practices are in place within a given family, organization, or public 
realm provides a contextual roadmap for communicative engagement with one another. Without 
that reflective component, the banality of evil gains ground for emergence. 
In Eichmann in Jerusalem, Hannah Arendt (1963) discusses the banality of evil as it 
emerged out of World War II Germany from the acts associated with the Holocaust, which killed 
over six million Jewish persons and a total of 11 million individuals who were deemed Other by 
the Nazi regime. Arendt (1963) looks to the bureaucrat as the highest form of engaging banality, 
with Adolf Eichmann representing its darkest form who, when on trial for his wrongdoings in 
Nazi Germany of organizing the train schedules for going in and out of concentration camps, 
argued that he was simply following orders, engaging in actions of which he was not responsible 
for. In her account of Eichmann’s role in Nazi Germany, Arendt (1963) painstakingly details the 
effects of this bureaucrat just “following orders,” depicting his actions as representative of the 
banality of evil. The banality of evil occurs when one’s daily life is so entrenched in nefarious 
acts that it becomes extremely common and thus an unreflective engagement within a particular 
narrative. Eichmann, as a exemplar of the banality of evil, was so focused on career success and 
gaining professional accolades that he did not recognize the horrors he was complicit in as an 




For Arendt (1963), the true enemy of Nazi Germany was not the particular individuals that 
committed these atrocities, but the tainted ground under which they walked in an unreflective 
manner. Thoughtfulness matters for Arendt as we engage the banalities of everyday life.  
 In the era of Web 2.0 where social media reigns as a primary channel for communicative 
engagement, the banality that emerges is not one necessarily of evil, but one of the unflinching 
social.  
 Unreflective and unflinching narcissism representative of a hypermodern world fuels the 
banality of the social within the 21st century. In the blurring of the public and private, the realm 
of the social is a place in which one can no longer separate their personal, private lives from the 
public. Instead, deep, personal aspects of one’s life, from economic standing to feelings of love 
and caring, become hollow as they fully display themselves to the public. The social is a place 
where no one can hide, causing interpersonal issues to emerge as one navigates issues of 
professional versus personal friendship, self-disclosure of one’s private life, and matters that 
were once solved within private lives and families become a matter of public debate. In the 
banality of the social, one’s private life is not only on full display, but this visibility is also 
expected and demanded even if one does not wish to engage, especially when communicative 
acts occur in the online space. This expected nature of self-disclosing personal information about 
oneself does not find reflection with most individuals entrenched within the social—when one 
does not put into question the practices that they are compelled to engage in, a banality emerges 
in which there is little room for escape.  
 For integrated marketing communication, what emerges from the banality of the social is 
social media influencer marketing, a new form of marketing that enlists the aid of major opinion 




services in a way that is not disruptive to their other, non-sponsored social media posts. Social 
media influencer marketing appears organic to consumers, seamlessly fitting in with the form 
and content of the social media influencer’s personal pages. Because social media influencers 
become popular via their communicative acts of self-disclosure, endorsing a brand on one’s 
social media pages appears as genuine interpersonal communication to their followers, who feel 
as though they have a personal relationship with them. As a result, social media influencer 
marketing represents the banality of the social for integrated marketing communication in which 
self-disclosure is so expected that people profit by simply claiming to utilize brands, products, 
and services to one’s followers, even if they do not personally believe in the endorsement. When 
unreflective use of social media influencer marketing becomes the norm without regulatory 
checks and balances, as it did in the case of Fyre Festival, unintended consequences emerge, 
primarily in the form of consumers being sold false promises and losing out on major sums of 
money and time.  
While the theorists presented in this project do not cite Arendt and her understanding of 
the social in their works, I assert that in their writings emerges major metaphorical coordinates 
for understanding the consequences of the social condition in our hypermodern world. This final 
chapter reflects upon why the social is so prevalent and problematic through the examination of 
Hanna Fenichel Pitkin’s (1998) The Attack of the Blob, which provides a thorough account of 
Arendt’s utilization of the social throughout her life’s works. Pitkin (1998) observes that Arendt 
understands the social as “consequences out of control,” with political action as a way to “take 
charge of those consequences” (p. 11). Utilizing the understanding of the social as theoretical 
frame, this chapter then reviews the theorists explored throughout this project, highlighting the 




Utilizing these metaphorical coordinates as entries for hermeneutic engagement, the chapter then 
turns to the examination of the trio of cases discussed in Chapter Four, bringing to light further 
implications for understanding social media influencer marketing within this historical moment. 
Each case study section draws implications for social media influencer marketing in relation to 
the six major theoretical figures discussed within this project as providers of metaphorical 
coordinates for understanding the social, including Christopher Lasch, Marshall McLuhan, 
Daniel Boorstin, Jacques Ellul, and the scholarship surrounding charismatic leadership and 
parasocial relationships, with Arendt’s work as a theoretical lens of understanding for each  
figure’s insights. Once again, these authors do not cite Arendt’s social in their works, but I argue 
that the metaphors that emerge from their contributions represent and speak to her theoretical 
construct. In response to the need to recognize the banality of the social in everyday engagement 
with one another, the final section turns to implications and conclusions surrounding social 
media influencer marketing within this historical moment so embedded within the social 
condition. Ultimately, this project concludes with a call for responsible integrated marketing 
communication practices surrounding this marketing phenomenon, with both social media 
influencers involved in paid promotion and the audiences of these influencers taking caution as 
they navigate the strong, rhetorical prowess of the parasocial relationships found online.  
The Attack of the Blob: The Social as Undergirding Force for Modern and Postmodern 
Discourse 
 Pitkin’s work surrounding Arendt’s concept of the social is widely recognized as a 
decisive voice for understanding this concept as it appears throughout Arendt’s corpus of 
scholarly work. Arendt’s understanding of the social has been discussed in many scholarly fields, 




possible to recognize the full scope of this term solely through one discipline alone. In this work, 
Pitkin (1998) combs through major texts within Arendt’s corpus, aiming to uncover the essence 
of the social. This following attends to Pitkin’s work, allowing for a more well-rounded 
understanding of the social as the foundational ground upon which modern and postmodern 
discourse rests. This overview allows for further reflection on the other scholars utilized 
throughout this project as situated within Arendt’s social, with implications emerging from the 
major case studies assessed within this project.  
 Pitkin (1998) identifies economic and political roots for understanding Arendt’s notion of 
the social that pops up through much of her work, though most prominently in The Human 
Condition. With the focus on living and dying by the market, Pitkin (1998) states that trade, 
money, division of labor, the market system, and the notion of supply and demand serve as the 
foreground of all social communication as we engage the world as interdependent beings. In this 
way, what occurs in the social never finds ownership with those who act within it, placing the 
burden of responsibility on the invisible market, turning actions into something more akin to 
“inevitabilities” (Pitkin, 1998, p. 11). As a result, the only way to take control of the 
inevitabilities of the social is through political power and control, leaving private decision 
making surrounding biological processes and natural necessities at the whims of those in 
political places of leadership (Pitkin, 1998). The market economy is simply one facet of the 
social and, for Arendt, includes all kinds of political systems including that of communism and 
socialism in order to handle the uncontrolled consequences of daily life. It is not simply one’s 
affairs surrounding the marketplace that become part of social decision making—every aspect of 
private life merges into the public sphere with the state acting as a farcical family under which 




in charge of a direction that the national family must go towards, and instead we elect enforcers 
of a direction which the market reveals to us.  
 This notion of nation as built within the image of family is dangerous for Arendt, 
removing one’s ability for action and instead replacing it with imposed upon behaviors for 
conformity, with those out of line considered Other and excluded (Pitkin, 1998). Pitkin (1998) 
describes the social’s ability to grow and feed off of human life, comparing it to the Blob of 
horror films of yesteryear in its ability to absorb all that surrounds it. This notion of social as 
Blob indicates that the social did not appear overnight, and instead went through two contrasting 
stages of growth. Pitkin summarizes these stages via explication of Arendt’s Human Condition.  
 First, the expropriation stage consists of the development of wage work, in which those 
with large accumulations of wealth paid laborers in exchange for pay (Pitkin, 1998). According 
to Pitkin (1998), the expropriation stage already contained behavioral norms set in place for 
some of society, with governmental rule emerging in the form of kingdoms with royalty at the 
helm. The second stage for the social is mass society, where a monarchical rule becomes either 
displaced or fully replaced by bureaucratic rule. Bureaucratic rule does not recognize main 
authority through a human actor, but rather, it recognizes order via the social and thus is 
considered a “no-man rule” or “rule of nobody” (Pitkin, 1998, p. 16). In this way, those at the 
helm of bureaucratic rule impose norms and behaviors on its subjects without ownership, 
expecting conformity and compliance for the social to continue to absorb its surroundings. Pitkin 
(1998) states that, in mass society, society becomes the central subject rather than the family, 
eradicating private life in favor of an amalgamation of both itself and public life.  
 Pitkin (1998) notes that many scholars have attempted to define Arendt’s understanding 




can be defined as “a collectivity of people who—for whatever reason—conduct themselves in 
large-scale consequences of their activities” (p. 16). This transition from smaller, more localized 
understandings, of the social to one in mass Blob form has origins in World War II Germany for 
Arendt, as totalitarianism reared its ugly head in an effort to stamp out all that was deemed 
different from an imposed status quo. According to Pitkin (1998), the trappings of modernity 
nourish the social, which includes an increased focus on the marketplace as privileged over all 
else, the private sphere blurring into public life, leaving nowhere to hide, the imposition of 
political mandates as societal norms, and the diminishing of a public sphere envisioned by Adam 
Smith (1776/2012) as one that not only concerns itself with the marketplace but also takes care 
of one’s neighbor as a form of enlightened self-interest.  
In this social realm, individuals find themselves alienated from one another as they 
become unable to take meaningful action in a world of ends and means, especially in one where 
they stand apart from the decision-making process. In this way, the social world is one of pure 
reaction, where societal norms are imposed upon individuals without debate or question. This is 
akin to the problem of modernity, which enforces behavior based upon what Arnett (2013) 
defines as a secular trinity of progress, efficiency and individual autonomy through any means 
necessary. Of interest to this notion of alienation is Pitkin’s treatment of one Arendt’s 
(1957/1997) earliest works concerning Rahel Varnhagen. Pitkin (1998) discusses the social 
permeating Arendt’s depiction of the parvenu and pariah through her explication of the life of 
Varnhagen, thought to be a parvenu turned pariah in her quest for belonging as a Jewish woman 
in the late 18th–early 19th centuries. Arendt (1957/1997) defines a parvenu as one who attempts 
to fit into a group when it is clear that they do not belong. The parvenu works to fit into a group 




Arnett (2013) refers to as a sick, social game in which the parvenu can never win. The parvenu 
believes that if they simply do enough to prove themselves worthy of belonging to a particular 
group, they will eventually find themselves accepted with open arms. However, those in charge 
of the social game constantly move the goalpost, leaving the parvenu frozen in an everlasting 
state of ambiguity (Arnett, 2013). Varnhagen experienced this life as a parvenu, finding herself 
popular in the French salons of the 18th century only as an object of peculiar interest rather than 
an autonomous being. The pariah, on the other hand, recognizes their state of outsider looking in, 
refusing to partake in the social games of a separate class that would never allow admission of 
the Other. Both Arnett (2013) and Pitkin (1998) assert that Varnhagen and Arendt became 
pariahs in their own right, with Varnhagen making peace with it towards the end of her life rather 
than conforming to a particular group in the hopes of belonging. For Pitkin (1998), the social 
represents a world of parvenus in which we all attempt to fit in at the cost of becoming what 
Heidegger (1962/1977) describes as “standing-reserve” (p. 18), waiting idly by for a call to 
action that may never arrive. The social places us all into categories with which we have no say 
in, transforming us into passive observers rather than active participants in the world.  
Arendt distinguishes between social and political classifications through explication of 
the emptiness of social norms. Social classifications exist through arbitrary definition, “devoid of 
any substantive point or purpose beyond that of sheer classification itself” (Pitkin, 1998, p. 184). 
These categories never tend to originate with those who must fall under them, with social 
parvenus conforming simply because someone or something from “above” has demanded it 
(Pitkin, 1998, p. 184). The creator of these norms never reveals themselves, creating a social 
“they” that never becomes unmasked. In order to make this notion clearer, Pitkin (1998) quotes 




social provides full, formal definitions for its members, totalizing all they can be and 
simultaneously hollowing out what it means to be human, making social discourse an act of dress 
up rather than one of reality. In this way, Pitkin (1998) argues that social norms are empty, 
arbitrary rules that we find ourselves compelled to adhere to without autonomous judgement as 
we exist in deference to a disembodied they.  
For Pitkin (1998), Arendt’s social attitude requires dual support by way of conformity to 
norms and a love “not [simply for] the content of the norms but their source, one’s social 
superiors” (p. 185). The social world requires adjustment in all capacities, both private and 
public, to assimilate oneself with a particular set of norms, lest one becomes deemed a pariah. 
The social represents collective, conformist mass rather than a community that grows from 
difference, connecting prior notions of wage labor back into Pitkin’s (1998) understanding of 
Arendt’s concept. With the market economy as a base for social life, norms and values are 
produced in a similar fashion, with market value and exchange the heart of human value. This 
consideration of human values as commodities is dangerous for Arendt, as human life moves out 
of thinking, judging and feeling and into market valuation. What separates the lonely individual 
conformist from a social conformist is perceived collectivity, where a mass of parvenus engage 
in societal norms dictated by an “invisible hand”2 in order to maintain a sense of purpose out of 
the necessity of economic life (Pitkin, 1998, p. 189). Bureaucratic and market institutions 
provide the appearance of an absence of structure to those existing within them, leaving 
individuals to believe all activities conducted within these places are “unrelated, inert atoms 
caught up helplessly in a Blob” (Pitkin, 1998, p. 193). This notion leaves individuals with a sense 
                                                   
2 Pitkin (1998) utilizes the term “invisible hand” in her work in order to stress the disembodied imposition of norms 
for those who exist within the social condition. The social condition expects conformity to a set of norms determined 
by multiple bodiless institutions, including the marketplace, with the economic metaphor of invisible hand a visual 




of isolation among what Ellul (1962/1973) would term “the lonely crowd” (p. 7). When wrapped 
up within this isolated environment, this mass of parvenus cannot act, relegating their own 
powers to the bureaucrat or market (Pitkin, 1998). For Pitkin (1998), this means that Arendt’s 
concept of the social refers to a “particular mode of interrelationship among people” in which 
they believe themselves to be isolated and do not recognize that the collective consequences of 
their behavior is what traps them within this isolated homogeneity (p. 194). It is thus not natural 
causes that feed the social, but instead the social imposes itself upon society by our acceptance of 
the banal at face value. The question that remains in understanding Arendt’s social condition is 
how to escape this inevitability of social life—how can we escape the parvenu? 
By explicating the social as a condition rather than something with unchecked agency, 
Arendt (1958/1998) places the power back in the hands of the individuals making up the lonely 
crowd, urging responsibility for engaging the social world reflectively in order to not get sucked 
into the banality of evil. For Arendt, those who ignore responsibility find themselves akin to 
“overgrown children,” making decisions and conducting themselves in ways that make them 
look good to the bureaucratic or economic whole at the expense of others (Pitkin, 1998, p. 264). 
Responsibility for not simply one’s own placement in the world, but also in response to the Other 
moves one away from the lonely crowd of the social and into something more akin to what 
Pitkin (1998) refers to as free citizenship.  
As a free citizen, one may “be capable of reciprocal relations with peers,” even those who 
are radically different from oneself, as well as tend for those victims of the social majority who 
“huddle together and avoid confrontation” (Pitkin, 1998, p. 266). The free citizen is thus one 
who seeks to fight for what matters without totalizing those who are different from oneself. The 




form of political action, and not simply within activism for its own sake. According to Pitkin 
(1998), to escape the social condition, we must re-appropriate our freedom from the bureaucrat, 
the market, the invisible hand, and actively engage the world once more. Pitkin (1998) leaves the 
reader with a spark of tenacious hope, stating that while much of the world is still under the guise 
of the social, Arendt allows us to awaken ourselves into a deeper awareness of the world and our 
interrelatedness with it and others existing with and among us. We do not need to be helpless 
parvenus, and instead can take the reins of society once more.  
Arendt’s project serves as a theoretical backdrop for understanding Web 2.0 and the 
communicative acts that occur within it. Pitkin wrote her text on Arendt’s concepts in 1998, 
almost a decade before the capacity of social media other than email began to emerge as one of 
the primary modes of communicating with one another. She did, however, note the power of the 
Internet in its ability to further bureaucratize the way we interact with one another (Pitkin, 1998). 
Although Pitkin leaves the reader with a tone of hope, the hyper-realization of Arendt’s social in 
cybernetic form brings back feelings of hopelessness, especially as one now possesses the ability 
to make this blurring of the public and private their full-time jobs. Social media influencers 
represent the banality of the social by not questioning putting their private lives on full display in 
the online space, inviting others to do the same.  
Each case study explicated in the previous chapter showcased the power of the social 
when wielded for commercial gain. Both Audible and BetterHelp included disclosure of paid 
promotion in their utilization of social media influencer marketing, allowing audiences the 
chance to engage in reflective consumption of the endorsements of opinion leaders. The 
organizers of Fyre Festival did no such thing, alluding to a more sinister, imposing of will onto 




communication within the banality of the social through review of others’ theoretical 
contributions for understanding Arendt’s term. While not making connections to Arendt’s social 
themselves, I posit that the theorists explored within the project provide metaphorical 
coordinates that allows one to understand this condition more in depth within the 21st century. 
The following sections detail each major theorist’s metaphorical contributions to this project, 
with final application of these insights to the cases studied in order to obtain a fuller 
understanding of the consequences of the social in the age of Web 2.0.  
Christopher Lasch’s Narcissistic Age: The Social Condition Engaged 
 One of Arendt’s (1958/1998) major critiques of the social is that when the public and 
private blur, every instance of one’s private life becomes a caricature of itself, emptied of its 
meaningfulness and instead cultivated for social currency. Although not directly citing Arendt, 
Lasch (1979/1991) attends to that consequence of the social by discussing the world in which we 
live in as one fueled by narcissism. The following provides brief review of Lasch’s project 
surrounding narcissistic culture, which I contend as a metaphorical coordinate for understanding 
Arendt’s social condition. The section ends with connections between Lasch’s and Arendt’s 
projects.  
In Lasch’s (1979/1991) understanding of narcissistic culture, one’s primary mode of 
being is that of self-care and peace of mind, especially after WWII left the West feeling 
vulnerable and frozen in fear in its aftershock. Lack of trust in institutions that used to fulfill the 
role of one’s foundational support systems resulted in a shift to a therapeutic, individualistic 
mindset, where individual survival took precedence over all else (Lasch, 1979/1991). According 
to Lasch (1979/1991), in a narcissistic world, self-absorption is key, with people looking to 




narcissist losing themselves within this world of objects, unable to recognize themselves. As a 
result, in order to feel a sense of self-hood, the narcissist then ventures out into the world in 
search of approval from one’s peers, obtaining new mirrors with which to gaze upon.  
 A narcissistic culture is one of consumption, in which one attempts to create an outline of 
themselves through purchasing socially acceptable objects. These objects usually reveal 
themselves through the means of advertising and other forms of integrated marketing 
communication that the narcissist observes and consumes. In the quest for mirrors, the narcissist 
does not stand upon any institutional ground and instead rests upon a fantasy that emerges from 
consumptive goods that aid in the cultivation of clout that results from their purchasing decisions 
(Lasch, 1979/1991; 1985). In an effort to uphold the most acceptable mirrors within one’s 
personal life, the narcissist naturally turns to opinion leaders in the social sphere who indicate 
which goods and services would obtain the most social capital through their own patterns of 
consumption. In an effort to climb up some pre-conceived social food chain, a narcissistic culture 
represents Arendt’s social world fueled by bureaucracy and economic gain, with everyone 
attempting to come out on top regardless of who set the precedence for success in the first place. 
With the advent of social media, Lasch’s narcissistic mirroring takes on a reified form with 
social media influencers.  
 Narcissistic culture is rampant online, with the ability to share one’s personal life 
unabashedly at all hours of the day and night. According to the Pew Research Center (2019), 
seven in ten Americans take to social media in order to “connect with one another, engage with 
news content, share information and entertain themselves,” primarily within the 18-29 and 30-49 
year-old age groups (para. 1). There are nine major social media platforms, of which four are 




Center, 2019). The other five major social media outlets including Facebook, WhatsApp, 
LinkedIn, Reddit, and Twitter, are more text-based, with images accompanying most content. 
According to the Pew Research Center (2019), use of social media is a daily occurrence for most 
people who engage with any one social medium, making this mode of communication ripe for 
narcissistic action. In a narcissistic culture, one utilizes social media not simply as a way to show 
off one’s mirrors that they have built through consumptive practices, but also cultivate new 
mirrors by observing what others post and share. The social media influencer is the most visible 
user of this kind of communication, showing others how to obtain the social credit they have by 
suggesting products and services they claim to utilize in their personal lives. In other words, 
social media influencer marketing is representative of the social condition on steroids—not only 
do people seek to build mirrors based on other’s personal opinions, but now one can make a 
career out of this banality, hollowing what it means to possess a calling. A narcissistic culture 
within the online space thus points to Arendt’s (1958/1998) warning concerning the social 
condition: one must engage this blur of public and private with great reflection, lest one becomes 
an object for consumption themselves. Social media influencers represent this object-like 
existence, relying solely on social capital in order to find fulfillment in their lives.  
 Overall, Lasch’s contribution to understanding the social comes in the major 
metaphorical coordinate of narcissistic culture, in which one seeks to create an outline of 
themselves through market goods consumption in order to climb the ladder of social success. 
When considering further implications of this social world in Web 2.0, one need look no further 
than the work of McLuhan, who asserts the danger of extending one’s inner-consciousness into 





Marshall McLuhan’s Global Village: Understanding the Social as Extension of Private Life  
 As one of the founders of the media ecology scholarly area of inquiry, McLuhan 
(1964/1994) aids in the questioning of the impositions a particular medium creates for human 
perception and communication when one engages it. For McLuhan (1964/1994), media are 
“extensions of ourselves,” exposing certain aspects of ourselves, whether it be our hearing, sight, 
or even our consciousness, in high definition as it amputates all other senses. Each medium, 
whether it be a car, a telephone, a television, or smart phone, plays up certain aspects of 
ourselves to pull us into engagement, numbing our awareness of their effects (McLuhan, 
1964/1994). McLuhan’s major concern is that with the advent of electronic (and now digital) 
media, society amasses into a global village. The following provides short explication of 
McLuhan’s metaphor of the global village, connecting the term to Arendt’s concept of the social 
in order to highlight major implications for the social condition in the 21st century. While 
McLuhan does not refer to Arendt’s work directly, I argue that his global village serves as a 
metaphorical coordinate for understanding the implications of her work.  
 According to McLuhan (1964/1994), the global village is one of tribalization, where the 
polarization between differences in opinion increases as we seek to shut out what is Other. 
Additionally, the global village reverts humanity to that of the hunter-gatherer: rather than 
engaging in activities for acquiring life-sustaining items such as food, drink, or shelter, the 
tribalized person within the global village hunts and gathers information instead of making any 
true human connection or form interrelated meanings from the information acquired. For 
McLuhan (1964/1994), electronic media extends our central nervous systems, our inner thoughts 
and feelings, out into the world in high definition, amputating all else and numbing us to 




media concerning one’s ability to comprehend, perceive, and engage with the world and those 
within it as narcotic, closing one off to recognizing the limits that a medium imposes on one’s 
understanding.  
 McLuhan’s work was prophetic in nature when considering the ability of social media to 
transform the world into that of the small town—rather than engaging in meaningful connection 
with one another based upon the situated ground the relationship is rooted within, people 
navigate the rootless, online space for emotional engagements that rarely exist outside of the 
screen. These relationships are for the most part information-based, with people posting personal 
information about their lives for everyone to see. There is no separation of public and private 
within these settings, especially for those who choose to “friend” and “follow” work colleagues 
on their personal social media pages, allowing anyone to gather whatever information they need 
to feel as though they “know” someone. In the era of Web 2.0, there is an expectation to be on 
social media and share their lives freely, with those unwilling to do so deemed pariahs.   
 Arendt’s social thrives in McLuhan’s understanding of the global village where 
conformity of opinion finds demanded expectation, lest someone gets blocked or removed from 
another’s space in the cyber world. As social media extends our private lives while amputating 
the richness of them, the social condition becomes emerges in hyper form. As people carefully 
cultivate the most acceptable tidbits of their personal lives to showcase to the social world, one’s 
private life becomes hollow, with persons raking through hundreds of social media profile pages 
in the attempt to get to know someone while only scratching the surface. This anonymous yet 
profoundly personal exchange that occurs online leaves no room for difference, with those 
gathering information about others quickly dismissing those that do not match their perceived 




private field to produce a particular image engage in the parvenu lifestyle of the social, where 
each attempts to fit in at the expense of excluding others that do not belong.  
 McLuhan’s (1964/1994) global village finds connection with Arendt’s social in the sick 
game each alludes to in one’s quest to fit in. The global village creates pockets of belonging in a 
way that devolves everyone into some form of parvenu, with the rules of acceptance shifting on 
an emotivistic whim. Those lucky enough to climb the proverbial social media ladder to success 
find themselves gatekeepers of these global villages, becoming caricatures of themselves in the 
process as they attempt to maintain their social status. Boorstin (1961/1987) provides further 
insight into these gatekeepers in his treatment of the human pseudo-event, calling for further 
reflection.  
Daniel Boorstin’s Human Pseudo-Event: The New Humanity in the Midst of the Social 
 Although never directly citing Arendt, I argue that Boorstin (1961/1987) provides an 
understanding of what happens to information, events, and persons within the social condition 
with his metaphorical contribution surrounding pseudo-events. A pseudo-event is an event that 
emerges out of a want for entertainment which does not emphasize facts or reality, and rather 
find purpose for sole amusement (Boorstin, 1961/1987). Pseudo-events are particularly pervasive 
in Western society, specifically in the United States, where the anxieties surrounding everyday 
life within a capitalist framework require distraction and reprieve. For Boorstin (1961/1987), the 
pseudo-event is harmless until it overruns reality, where people actively seek out these places of 
entertainment in order to fulfill more serious needs in one’s life, such as news gathering and 
relationship building. Those within the United States are most susceptible to pseudo-events for 




what is real. The following attends to Boorstin’s metaphorical contribution of the pseudo-event, 
discussing its connection to Arendt’s understanding of the social condition. 
 Pseudo-events are a persistent problem in the 21st Century, with limited attention spans 
that flicker from screen to screen in an attempt for something to grab hold of one’s attention. The 
24-hour-news cycle in particular is of major concern to Boorstin, who states that there is simply 
not enough notable content to keep that system afloat. In 2020, with continual breaking news, 
press briefings, and content to consume, Boorstin is proven correct, as people look to vivid 
imagery as sources of authority rather than attending to what is real, even at the expense of their 
own livelihoods. One need look no further than the increased amount of hoaxes surrounding 
natural cures for COVID-19 in order to recognize that people are willing to pay attention to what 
is flashy and exciting rather than face boring truths in the face of crisis (Waterson, 2020).  
 Pseudo-events do not solely exist in the form of newspapers, television shows, and blog 
posts. Boorstin (1961/1987) also discusses tourism as pseudo-event where persons can carefully 
cultivate “exotic” experiences abroad. More important for this project, Boorstin (1961/1987) 
asserts that a person possesses the capacity to become a pseudo-event within the realm of 
celebrities and stars. Stars for Boorstin are public figures who, despite other talents and 
accomplishments, become well-known for their well-known-ness. People become fascinated 
with the human pseudo-event, attempting to collect as much information as they can about them, 
spawning other pseudo-events such as the gossip rag and late-night television talk show where 
more personal trivia about a star emerges. The human pseudo-event takes on an even more 
hyper-realized form in the 21st century with the social media influencer.  
 While the celebrities in the 1960s that Boorstin speaks to might have had some talent or 




possesses the skill of cultivating a captivating lifestyle for others to consume. The human 
pseudo-event in this form is a living, breathing piece of entertainment that people have constant 
access to due to the prevalence of social media as a 24-hour content machine. Receiving a Tweet 
or “like” from a social media influencer brings someone their own 15-minutes as a human 
pseudo-event, providing seemingly endless entertainment with no reflective understanding as to 
who someone really is or why one should be interested in them.  
The human pseudo-event serves as a metaphorical coordinate for understanding Arendt’s 
concept of the social in its surface-deep portrayal of what human life should be. Uprooted from 
the human condition, human pseudo-events capitalize on the shallow surfaces concerning what it 
means to be human, fulfilling others’ desires for entertainment at the expense of real human 
connection between persons. The human pseudo-event and social media influencer resemble the 
parvenu much like Varnhagen, providing amusement for others while never truly making 
meaningful connections with those they seek to come together with. However, it is important to 
note that these people only masquerade as the parvenu, possessing the ability to transform into 
those who hold the reigns as they climb the ladder of stardom and dictate what is socially 
acceptable for those who follow them to purchase, wear, and discuss. The human pseudo-event 
in this way becomes a means for propaganda, a stronghold for the continuation of the social as 
explicated by Ellul. 
Jacques Ellul’s Propaganda: Propagating the Social 
 Ellul’s (1962/1973) project surrounding propaganda describes the manipulative 
communicative act as ushering an audience into a sphere of “mythical belief” that hyper-focuses 
on banal action over reflection (p. 25). Propaganda meets the individual within a lonely crowd, 




works within simplistic communicative contexts in order to reframe reality for its audience in a 
way that brings them over to a new form of leadership, for better or for worse (Arendt, 
1948/1968; Ellul, 1962/1973). Although not citing Arendt’s understanding of the social, I posit 
that Ellul’s propaganda serves as a major metaphorical coordinate for understanding her major 
term. In her work, Arendt (1948/1968) also describes propagandist action as representative of the 
rhetorical force surrounding totalitarian regimes, with Ellul taking this notion into account in his 
review of this major metaphor. The following briefly reviews Ellul’s understanding of 
propaganda, paying particular attention to his distinction between overt white and covert black 
propaganda in order to understand its connection with Arendt’s social, drawing implications for 
social media influencer marketing.  
Ellul (1962/1973) states that propagandists utilize various means in order to influence the 
action (whether mental or physical) of persons existing within a technological milieu. This 
environment consists of a space where everyone feels alienated from one another yet finds 
themselves brought together in order to fulfill some technique necessitated by modernity, which 
includes psychological action, psychological warfare, re-education, and brainwashing (Ellul, 
1962/1973). In their perpetuation of the technological milieu, the propagandist utilizes whatever 
communicative means available to them in order to impose some sort of conformity on the 
individual house within a particular institution (Ellul, 1962/1973). This coercion finds success in 
both overt and covert manners.  
 To review, Ellul (1962/1973) describes overt, white propaganda as propaganda that 
engages in aboveboard, visible practices with recipients aware that they are being persuaded to 
believe in or do something. The vast majority of integrated marketing communication messages, 




the audience is aware that the messages they receive from these ventures are produced by and for 
a particular brand or institution. Covert, black propaganda, on the contrary, is underhanded 
manipulation, with the audience unaware of the persuasive effects of the messages presented to 
them. In integrated marketing communication, one could consider product placement within 
movies and television shows as a form of black propaganda in which one comes across a brand 
in a seemingly random fashion through media consumption, not realizing that the appearance of 
that brand on their favorite television show what bought and paid for to influence them into 
making a purchase. Black propaganda is at its most effective when the subjected individual never 
becomes aware of the underlying motivations of the propagandist, taking up a particular ideology 
or set of actions without ever knowing they were coerced into doing so (Ellul, 1962/1973). Ellul 
(1962/1973) states that propaganda in general is most effective when a combination of white and 
black propaganda work together in order to reach the lonely crowd, allowing one’s audience to 
believe that they are in on the manipulation without ever realizing how exactly they are being 
motivated to think, feel, or behave.  
 The propagandist is a manipulator of reality, crystallizing the truth of any given situation 
to bend toward a particular ideology or institution in the hopes that the receiver will assimilate to 
their point of view. Arendt (1948/1968) also discusses the notion of propaganda in her work, 
which illuminates some of the importance of this particular metaphorical coordinate for 
understanding her notion of the social. For Arendt (1948/1968), propaganda finds primary 
utilization by totalitarian regimes in order to reframe the reality that surrounds a group of 
individuals. Those who feel particularly alone in society find themselves very susceptible to 




sense of belonging. In this way, existing within the social condition leaves many open to motives 
of manipulative persuasion. 
 As Arendt describes the social as a condition in which all private notions of life are 
hollowed, leaving no room for escape, the social expects a sea of parvenus hoping to obtain as 
much social capital as possible to feel as though they belong. Both Arendt and Ellul discuss the 
notion of the lonely crowd, in which displaced individuals seek acceptance at the expense of any 
moral ground, hoping to gain favor with a particular crowd rather than become excluded as some 
form of pariah. Propagandists feed into this desire to belong, learning everything they can about 
the particular group they invest in collecting for their cause. From an integrated marketing 
perspective, the social is the perfect setting to obtain new customers who find themselves lost 
within a digital sea searching for a sense of belonging. Market research in terms of demographics 
and psychographics help these propagandists reach the right people for their cause, with the 
orchestrators of manipulation creating compelling messages in order to entice people into 
purchasing a particular item or supporting a particular institution. For integrated marketing 
communication experts like Aaker (2018), this is simply the act of creating a signature story that 
drives consumers to choose loyalty to a brand—for Ellul, this is propaganda at its most tame, 
working for capitalist rather than totalitarian ends.  
 This notion of propaganda for capitalist ends makes sense for Arendt’s understanding of 
the social, which, according to Pitkin (1998), utilizes the marketplace as one of its major 
metaphorical backdrops. In the social realm, one’s entire life dissolves into a function of ends 
and means, looking to the market for answers to life’s major questions for obtaining a 
meaningful existence. The invisible hand of the market dictates norms that we must follow, 




As one turns every sense of their being, including their narrative foundations, into a quantified 
aspect that calculates into one’s social credibility, it is possible to lose a sense of purpose outside 
what can be commodified. One’s private life also becomes a display for obtaining social credit, 
leaving persons with no escape from public view in their daily lives. In this social world, the 
propagandist makes easy work of their mission to convert people to some reformulated idea of 
truth—as those parvenus looking for something to belong to absorb these manipulative 
messages, they are unable to do much else but to follow, with no deeply rooted narratives to hold 
onto aside for what is fed to them by the regime. In an era where social media reigns as a 
primary form of communication between institutions and stakeholders, the job is even easier, as 
those manipulators of truth can reach persons through the comfort of their smart devices in a 
highly tailored manner, through the mouthpieces of the social media influencers they trust.  
 Social media influencers exist as iterations of Boorstin’s (1961/1987) human pseudo-
events who transform all aspects of their lives, private and public, into a form of entertainment 
across a variety of social media platforms. As human pseudo-events, social media influencers 
become mouthpieces for propagandist aims in the form of social media influencer marketing, 
aiding in the formulation of public opinion and conformity through paid endorsement of brands, 
products and services. As a major metaphorical coordinate for understanding the social, 
propaganda acts as the tool for imposition of norms, with those obtaining the highest social credit 
aiding in dictating the rules. Social media influencers find themselves in these high-status 
positions due to the interplay of the final two metaphorical coordinates explicated within this 





Charismatic Rhetoric and Parasocial Relationships: Climbing the Social Ladder of 
Opinion Leadership 
 In the social sphere, what is factual is not always what sells as the truth. Much like 
Boorstin (1961/1987) suggests, people do not find themselves enticed by dry pieces of 
information and instead want to be entertained. Charismatic rhetoric is prime for entertaining the 
masses in a way that encourages conformity within the social condition. Charisma is dangerous 
when wielded by the wrong people, with Hitler, Mussolini, and McFarland of Fyre Festival 
infamy considered some of the most charismatic leaders who led their followers down devious 
and immoral pathways. In this project, social media influencers are considered the wielders of 
charismatic rhetoric, for better or for worse. Social media influencers engage in an interplay of 
charismatic leadership and parasocial relationships through their rhetorical acts and masspersonal 
communication with their followers. Parasocial relationships between social media influencers 
and their followers mimic authentic interpersonal relationships in which one feels intimately 
connected to a person, however, these relationships only scratch the surface of meaning between 
persons. As major metaphorical coordinates for understanding Arendt’s consequences of the 
social, the following attends to both terms, providing brief review of each and drawing 
implications for the social condition and social media influencer marketing. 
 Charismatic rhetoric aids leadership in persuading their followers to listen to them and 
take action for the sake of an institution or brand (Conger & Kanungo, 1998). Charismatic 
leaders possess the unique ability to motivate their followers to action beyond reason, bringing 
groups to transformational accomplishments through their assertiveness, creativity, innovation, 
and sensitivity to their followers’ needs (Crant & Bateman, 2000). Charismatic rhetoricians lead 




would want their followers to uphold and accomplish as well. Much like the propagandist, 
charismatic leaders find ways to align their interests with the concerns of their followers in order 
to motivate them into engaging in a particular action or turning toward a particular belief system 
(Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993), with emotional connection an empowering tool in order to 
accomplish one’s goals. The charismatic leader finds credibility through their pathos-oriented 
approach to their followers, affirming individuals’ self-concepts as they work towards fulfilling 
the leader’s vision for a particular institution. Much like those subject to propagandist messages, 
those residing in the social also respond positively to charismatic rhetoric at the expense of 
losing a sense of morality.  
 As stated in the previous section, the social uproots individuals from any deeply 
meaningful foundations that strong institutions such as family, church, and public life would 
maintain. Because charismatic rhetoric is pathos-oriented and affirming of others, looking to pull 
on someone’s heartstrings in order to motivate them into action rather than focusing on a set of 
facts or point of authentic, credible information, those without ground and feeling misplaced in a 
world of means and ends find themselves vulnerable to messages that affirm any sense of 
belonging. Charismatic leadership is a fantastic tool within organizational and integrated 
marketing communication when it allows a leader to connect a group to a common goal, 
however, when not engaged with authenticity, this leadership style leaves those under its thumb 
vulnerable to manipulation that results in disastrous consequences. In this era of social media, 
charismatic rhetoric leads above all else, leaving people vulnerable to major issues such as 
disinformation and misinformation in the form of fake news, simply because it is espoused with 
someone who they wish they could be like. In a hyper-social realm where institutional, narrative 




sense of belonging among a sea of difference. What emerges from this focus on charismatic 
rhetoric for relational fulfillment rather than a deeper commonality forged through practices is 
parasocial relationships, maintained by those who wield charisma as a tool for social credibility. 
Those with high levels of charismatic leadership find themselves as opinion leaders in the social 
realm, utilizing surface-deep parasocial interactions with a set of followers in order to obtain 
both social and economic capital. 
 Parasocial relationship studies began with Horton and Wohl (1956), who sought to 
understand why people felt attached to certain media personalities that appeared on television. 
The concept took off in the 1970s in consideration with uses and gratifications theory in which 
theorists observed that people connect with figures within particular communicative media, 
fictional or otherwise, in order to fulfill relational needs not present within their own lives, such 
as friendship and love (Ledbetter & Redd, 2016). Within Web 2.0, Ledbetter and Redd (2016) 
discuss the blurring of interpersonal and mass communication into masspersonal communication, 
in which parasocial interaction no longer solely occurs as a one-way, perceived intimate 
relationship with a radio personality or a television show host. Masspersonal communication 
allows these media personalities to engage in a more intimate manner with the general public, 
sometimes replying to and liking comments left by fans on their social media pages as a form of 
interpersonal engagement. Masspersonal communication allows for parasocial relationships to 
take the primary place for communicative interaction in the world of the social.  
 Parasocial relationships through traditional mass communication forms such as radio, 
television, and even books only possessed the capacity for one-way, and, for the most part, 
asynchronous communication from an announcer, personality, or character to the audience 




authors, and perhaps even call a radio station to submit commentary, there was a distinct lack of 
interpersonal give-and-take between audience and figure that social media affords. Through 
various social media channels such as YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter, major public figures 
now possess the ability to showcase their daily lives to a slew of followers, who then comment 
on these posts and engage these celebrities and media figures from a more interpersonal 
perspective. There are even livestreaming capabilities for social media conversations to occur in 
real time, such as on Instagram and Twitch, where the media personality could play host to a sea 
of followers, answering their questions and engaging with their comments in real time. 
Parasocial interaction on social media feels more intimate than its utilization in the past due to its 
separation from contextually situated mediated forms. People generally do not come together on 
social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram with a common center or goal in place 
like one would when engaging a television show or radio broadcast: instead, social media users 
scroll through a myriad of disjointed voices and pieces of self-disclosure, looking for something 
or someone to connect to. 
 Social media not only allows real media personalities such as talk show hosts and social 
media influencers to self-disclose information to their followers on a more personal level, it also 
connects brands, institutions, and organizations to their consumer base in a newly humanized 
form (Tsai & Men, 2017). Brands possess the ability to create their own social media pages with 
which to interact with a myriad of stakeholders on a masspersonal level, appearing in the midst 
of hundreds of other voices within someone’s general news feed which not only includes 
branding and organizational content, but also content from one’s personal friends and family 
members and the social media influencers that they follow (Ledbetter & Redd, 2016). In this 




intimate relationships, especially when most communicative interactions with those people 
emerge online rather than face-to-face. In this way, brands appear to possess as much 
personhood as one’s parents, spouses, and friends, especially when these organizations team up 
with social media influencers for paid endorsement posts that emerge in the midst of their 
organic pieces of content. 
 Social media influencers make a living off of the parasocial relationships they maintain 
with their followers, providing intimate access into their daily lives through their social media 
posts. They maintain this lifestyle by primarily through the word-of-mouth marketing they 
provide for brands, capitalizing on the perceived trust and companionship built between 
themselves and their followers and monetizing it through brand sponsorships (Carr, 2018). 
According to Carr (2018) and Chung and Cho (2017), by partnering with celebrities and social 
media influencers with built in audiences who hang onto their every word, the reputation of trust 
and friendship built between these influencers and their followers carries over to the product or 
service these people promote. Not only can brands develop their own parasocial relationships 
with people via social media, they can also latch onto the relationships already built between 
social media influencers and their followers, generating a potential for more income and good 
will towards the brand. As major metaphorical coordinates for understanding Arendt’s concept 
of the social, the interplay of charismatic rhetoric and parasocial relationships represent what 
occurs when all relationships one maintains are as skin deep as strangers and institutions online.  
 When one primarily communicates with friends and family through social media without 
common practices to guide their engagement with one another, the relationship, much like 
relationships in Arendt’s social sphere, become hollow, never digging deeper than the surface 




other communicative messages, we move out of the realm of interpersonal, private contexts and 
into the masspersonal, social realm. On social media, conversation becomes quantified into 
amounts of comments, likes, and follows one possesses on their personal pages, transforming all 
conversation into a quest for social capital, a primary feature of Arendt’s understanding of the 
social. In that commoditization of self-disclosure, the social media influencer emerges as the 
highest-ranking contributor, acting as a charismatic opinion leader for communicative and 
economic action not only within their chosen social medium, but within the physical world as 
well. Because charisma is so crucial in breaking through the clutter of the social world, 
charismatic rhetoric majorly contributes to the social media influencer’s success, capitalizing on 
their parasocial relationships with their followers in order to assist in brands’ and organizations’ 
integrated marketing communication needs. The followers of these social media influencers find 
themselves enamored with them, feeling as though they possess personal relationships with these 
social media stars simply because all of their other relationships resemble what they have with 
them in the online space. This up-rootedness of relational understanding between persons is 
dangerous for Arendt, who wants those existing within the social to engage the world more 
thoughtfully, becoming weary of the characters they come across in order to assess that they are 
not victims of manipulative action for darkly rooted ends. 
 These major metaphorical coordinates for understanding the social, narcissistic culture, 
the global village, human pseudo-events, propaganda, charismatic rhetoric, and parasocial 
relationships, all point to the danger of this Arendtian concept: a Blob that overtakes every aspect 
of the human condition, transforming our most intimate, private pieces of ourselves into 
something to be commoditized or tossed aside in favor of some socially imposed norm. While 




within this project allude to this danger, urging us to engage the world with grounded reflection 
and begin to uphold institutional life in order to unblur that separation between private and 
public. After providing this overview of theory with connection to Arendt’s concept of the social 
condition, the following returns to the major case studies presented within this project, attending 
to these metaphorical coordinates carefully in order to draw implications and connections for 
understanding the banality of the social in an age of social media influencer marketing.  
Audible: Reflecting Upon the Social with Refusal of Anachronistic Action 
 In the previous chapter, Audible was considered the most ethical form of social media 
influencer marketing studied within this project, with the company engaging the world and its 
marketing practices in a reflective manner. To review, Audible’s utilization of social media 
influencer marketing was one that could be considered aboveboard, in which social media 
influencers identified to their followers that their endorsement of the company was paid for. 
Audible was also found to be representative of an honest service that does not conceal any 
hidden costs or misleads their customers in their engagement with both social media influencers 
and the general public. Audible engages in a reflective understanding of the historical moment it 
finds itself within, utilizing social media influencer marketing as an advertising tactic that 
reaches a niche set of consumers that find themselves otherwise indifferent to more traditional 
forms of integrated marketing communication. The following attends to the metaphorical 
coordinates of the social provided in this project through the applications of lessons learned to 
Audible’s practice of social media influencer marketing. This practice aids in uncovering 
implications surrounding this integrated marketing communication practice at its most ethically 




 Although Audible is considered the most ethical in its integrated marketing 
communication efforts with social media influencers, it must still take responsibility for taking 
advantage of this narcissistic moment in order to generate more users of their audiobook 
services. If Lasch (1979/1991) is correct that in our quest for social capital we rely on opinion 
leaders to tell us what is acceptable for consumption, Audible has responded to this historical 
moment by enhancing their ability to communicate brand messages through those opinion 
leaders, primarily in the form of social media influencer marketing. Audible works within 
Arendt’s social to entice new consumers into the proverbial fold, urging them to conform to the 
tastes of those higher up on the chain of social status. Audible alerts us to the basic consequence 
for narcissistic culture, that, at its most basic level, we are looking to stand out by belonging.  
 When considering McLuhan’s metaphorical coordinate of the global village, Audible 
becomes a major part through not only its utilization of social media influencer marketing, but 
through their business model as well. Audible is a company that only finds success within the 
global village. The global village represents a space in which people no longer congregate in 
physical spaces but extend their consciousnesses online, finding kinship only with those who like 
and agree with the personal, emotivistic objects and concepts they hold dear. Audible is one such 
venue that allows people to congregate amongst shared, albeit shallow, interests by providing a 
place for people to purchase and review audiobooks through the utilization of Amazon’s rating 
services. The global village does not ask for deep conversation surrounding philosophic and 
political texts but rather searches for quick, emotivistic responses that align quickly with one’s 
most basic understanding of an object they meet in the world, good or bad. Arendt’s social 
condition does not allow for any deeper connection to the world beyond binary good/bad, 




allowing one to quickly choose a text to listen to based upon a thumbs up or thumbs down ratio. 
Who better to navigate these thumbs up and down than one’s favorite social media influencer, 
promoting sponsored content on their own personal pages? 
 The case study example for Audible included social media influencer Grace Helbig 
seamlessly blending Audible’s sponsorship of her YouTube video by telling viewers what her 
favorite book of the month was, suggesting they all listen to it as well using her promotional 
code for trying the service out for themselves. Many social media influencers utilize this tactic 
when promoting Audible, and even if they do not, their recommendation of the service to their 
viewers provides the good/bad binary decision the global village and social sphere so demand. 
Although McLuhan discusses the extension of our consciousness in electronic media, alluding to 
greater brain capacity in these spaces, he is quick to assert the retribalization of persons into 
binary groups that either worship particular objects, people, and political stances, or stand 
staunchly against them. The utilization of social media influencer marketing for Audible 
represents that binary.  
 The human pseudo-event element of Audible’s social media influencer marketing comes 
in the form of those influencers who provide paid support for their audiobook services, including 
YouTubers Grace Helbig and Jack Douglass, as well as hundreds of Instagram influencers in 
their “New Year, New Me” campaign of 2017 (Kairos Media, 2020). Because of their stature as 
an object for entertainment and consumption, these social media influencers find themselves 
with the ability to hold potential Audible consumers’ attentions long enough to profess an 
integrated marketing communication message to them in an act of white propaganda. 




hermeneutic of this project working to understanding Arendt’s social condition, one sees how 
bureaucracy gains momentum through banality.  
 For Boorstin, pseudo-events, human and otherwise, are not pieces of propaganda because 
their value rests primarily in their ability to entertain, with persuasive, rhetorical elements, 
whether present or not, secondary factors of consideration. However, it is important to recognize 
that pseudo-events act as mouthpieces for propaganda in a banal way that glosses over any 
manipulative elements to the passive consumer. If McLuhan’s (1964/1994) famous phrase, “the 
medium is the message,” still holds true, one must carefully consider the medium that any 
content is housed within (p. 25). Due to their primary purpose as objects of entertainment, human 
pseudo-events transform any content, whether serious, informative, or persuasive, into a piece of 
entertainment as well, including propagandist content. As stated within the case study 
explication, Audible’s integrated marketing communication efforts are acts of white propaganda, 
with target audiences aware that a product is being sold to them whenever they come across their 
sponsored content. However, although social media influencers disclosed the sponsorship of 
Audible in their endorsement of them, this overt white propaganda deals a softer blow of 
awareness due to its delivery through a mouthpiece for entertainment. What is more, the 
charismatic leadership social media influencers possess as they engage in parasocial interactions 
with their followers makes even clearly stated and disclosed propaganda messages harder to 
recognize.  
 The parasocial relationships social media influencers maintain with their followers 
through charismatic self-disclosure and perceived one-on-one communication leaves those on the 
receiving end of this kind of messaging vulnerable to integrated marketing communication 




they possess a special, intimate friendship with them, or at the very least, feel as though these 
figures should be trusted just as much, if not more, than family members and friends that exist 
outside of the Internet. The charismatic rhetoric utilized by social media influencers reels their 
followers in, encouraging viewers to emulate themselves by modeling their lifestyle choices, 
including those that emerge via payment by some company. This is a perfect storm for 
unflinching banality for Arendt’s social, where those within this sphere of existence find 
themselves expected to conform in whatever ways that attain them the most social capital—the 
most lucrative method for obtaining this capital arrives in the form of following the social media 
influencer leader.  
 Because followers of social media influencers already absorb whatever they hear from 
them as reliable truth, spoken from the mouthpiece of their entertaining “friend,” when white 
propaganda messages such as integrated marketing communication messages from Audible 
emerge via these human pseudo-events, the paid promotion aspect, and thus the propagandist 
aspect, does not pull focus for the consumer. Instead, the paid endorsement is taken as a 
statement of genuine opinion with social media influencers encouraging others to purchase a 
product or service in order to be just like them. In other words, integrated marketing messages 
from social media influencers become so banal and blended into the authentic content of these 
individuals that it largely goes unnoticed by one’s followers. In the case of Audible, this banality 
is essentially harmless, as Audible engaged in the purest form of white propaganda in their 
utilization of social media influencer marketing: they did not manipulate influencers into 
believing a particular falsehood about the company in order to obtain profits from their 
followers—they were exactly who they said they were, leaving social media influencers 




darker form as we engage the other two organizations examined within this project: BetterHelp 
and Fyre Festival.  
BetterHelp and the Social: Coordinates for Co-Option 
 BetterHelp emerged as a company who blended overt and covert propaganda methods in 
their utilization of social media influencer marketing, appearing as proponents of aboveboard 
integrated marketing communication methods while hiding particular truths about their 
operations and pricing options. In order to understand the deeper implications of Arendt’s social 
condition in relation to social media influencer marketing, the following attends to the major 
metaphorical coordinates provided in this project, applying their findings to the ethically hazy 
marketing practices of BetterHelp. 
 The consequences surrounding Audible under the metaphorical coordinate of Lasch’s 
narcissistic culture also emerge for BetterHelp, who utilized similar methods for social media 
influencer marketing by sponsoring YouTube videos and Instagram posts in exchange for an 
endorsement of their services as a digital mental health provider. At the very least, BetterHelp 
capitalized upon the social condition in which Web 2.0 finds situatedness, speaking through the 
opinion leaders who aid in mirror building for those who find themselves so entrenched within 
the world of objects that they need to create an outline of themselves through particular 
consumption patterns. Like Audible, BetterHelp recognizes the historical moment they are 
situated within, with their integrated marketing communication efforts reflective of a world 
where word-of-mouth marketing is king (Berger, 2013). However, their utilization of social 
media influencer marketing was not simply an act of taking advantage of a narcissistic age as it 
began to turn towards the manipulative with their non-disclosure of what was really included in 




 As discussed in the case study, BetterHelp engaged in a blurring between aboveboard, 
white propaganda and manipulative black propaganda as explicated through the work of Ellul 
(1962/1973). Although it appeared that BetterHelp was ensuring that the content provided by 
social media influencers was explicitly noted as sponsored, alerting consumers to take caution at 
the positive spin the company was given, the organization failed to disclose important 
information about the services available including full price disclosure and explication of the 
range of expertise of the counselors available. Because of this failure to disclose major 
components surrounding the organization’s practices, the social media influencer marketing 
messages received by consumers were not entirely truthful and thus not as overt as one may have 
believed. When considering Lasch’s understanding of narcissistic culture, when seeking out the 
proper goods to consume in order to obtain the most social capital, it is not likely that people 
would do their own research into what opinion leaders promote or advocate for. Instead, in an 
effort to obtain the best reputation possible, people consume what will make them look good, 
consequences be damned. Especially living in a world where institutions no longer find 
expectation for holding the general public’s values and interests at heart, Lasch’s narcissistic 
world is one of great risk, where people must consume at the expense of their livelihoods and 
senses of self. In the case of BetterHelp, the audiences that listened to social media influencers in 
earnest engaged with the counseling service for their own personal mental health needs, with 
some losing out in a monetary fashion and others simply not receiving the care they were 
promised.  
 When considering McLuhan’s global village for the case of BetterHelp, the consequences 
are also similar to Audible in that BetterHelp is a company borne out of this metaphor, only able 




social media influencers for integrated marketing communication purposes act as a way to enter 
into retribalized groups, overriding the good/bad binary that this kind of social world affords. 
However, the backlash surrounding BetterHelp’s lack of disclosure of full terms of service, 
including the removal of sponsored content from major influencers such as Shane Dawson, 
highlights the binary nature of the global village as fickle. The global village assumes that people 
join echo-chambers in order to determine who the insiders and outsiders are. BetterHelp (as well 
as all organizations who utilize social media influencer marketing) invaded the echo-chamber 
built by the social media influencers they paid for endorsement, attaining social capital through 
them rather than building up their own. When BetterHelp turned out to not be all it promised, the 
echo-chamber turned on them at the word of the social media influencer, who either addressed 
the controversy head on via new social media posts or chose to pull sponsorship information 
from already existing content. The global village in Arendt’s social condition is one of insiders 
and outsiders, with the ultimate insiders always pulling the strings of acceptability.  
 Once again, it is important to note the interplay between the human pseudo-event that is 
the social media influencer and propaganda. The human pseudo-event acts as a mouthpiece for 
propagandist messages, with BetterHelp supplying the information for dissemination. Although 
the social media influencer marketing messages espoused by these human pseudo-events appears 
as aboveboard, white propaganda, BetterHelp’s lack of disclosure concerning how much users 
would pay for services as well as how many of their counselors were actually licensed 
professionals transformed that act into something murkier, blending black, manipulative 
propaganda with white. For Ellul (1962/1973), the appearance of white propaganda as a cover 
for black propaganda that leaves people in the dark about what is really being sold to them, 




understanding this blur of white and black propaganda within the integrated marketing 
communication landscape, one could consider the promotion of “on sale” items at a store where 
an original price appears slashed-out, indicating a deal, only to find out that the product was 
never listed for the higher price at all and instead was an instance of false advertising. This case 
of false advertising appeared within the major department stores JC Penney and Macy’s, who 
were sued in 2015 for this practice (Tuttle, 2016). This mixture of white and black propaganda 
find prevalence within social media influencer marketing, where an influencer might have not 
conducted enough research on the brand or organization they promote on their social media 
pages. The focus of attention for many social media influencers is set upon the economic capital 
they attain from these paid endorsements, resulting in a willingness to trust corporations at face 
value at the expense of cheapening the relationship they have with their followers. The case of 
BetterHelp reminds consumers and social media influencers alike to be wary of decision making 
based upon simple capital attainment, social or economic.  
 These instances of black and white propaganda are not possible without the interplay of 
charismatic leadership and the parasocial relationships social media influencer marketing 
capitalizes upon. BetterHelp obtained partnership with major social media influencers such as 
Philip DeFranco and Shane Dawson, both very well-known YouTubers that have strong 
followings that look up to them for opinions on matters ranging from current news to conspiracy 
theories. BetterHelp utilized the charisma of both DeFranco and Dawson to promote integrated 
marketing communication messages that would easily pass through their respective followers’ 
judgement. Because the followers of Dawson and DeFranco so trust the relationship they have 
with them, social media influencer marketing attempts come across as genuine endorsements of 




condition, one’s emotivistic feelings about another reigns supreme over deeper connections, with 
the risk of being misled willingly taken for a chance at gaining social capital. BetterHelp’s 
utilization of social media influencer marketing bet on this risk, hoping to gain more economic 
capital by heavy reliance on others’ charisma and parasocial connection. 
 BetterHelp has since made an effort to change their business practices, highlighting the 
importance of institutional change when faced with issues brought up by stakeholders. Because 
of this, one could return to the hope that Arendt leaves the reader with regarding the social: 
responsible, political action, such as in the form of consumers raising their voices when 
something was off in addition to social media influencers pulling endorsements or speaking up 
about the issue of nondisclosure, can have transformative effects for the social sphere of 
engagment. If BetterHelp was not publicly reprimanded for the nondisclosure of some of their 
major terms of service, such as information concerning payment plans and the notion that not all 
counselors were professionals, it is unlikely that they would have altered their course of action. 
The case of BetterHelp and social media influencer marketing showcases that we do not have to 
become slaves to narcissistic culture that promotes consumption over maintaining an active 
public and political life so cherished by Arendt.  
 While BetterHelp’s ethically ambiguous utilization of social media influencer marketing 
ended with altered practices for the betterment of the public, not all instances of this integrated 
marketing communication phenomenon find such happy endings. The following section attends 
to the exemplar of unapologetically unethical social media influencer marketing practices, Fyre 
Festival, examining the case in relation to the major metaphorical coordinates explicated for 





The Dark Side of the Social: Social Media Influencer Marketing and Fyre Festival  
 While BetterHelp highlights the utilization of manipulation within narcissistic culture for 
monetary gain, no other case study discussed could be as indicative of the consequences that 
arise from the banality of the social as Fyre Festival. Fyre Festival was a failed music event that 
never came to full fruition, promising a luxurious getaway with celebrities, social media 
influencers, and major bands and performers only for those who purchased tickets to be met with 
hurricane tents as accommodations, no celebrities in sight, and an absence of necessities such as 
food and water. Fyre Festival is representative of a social world gone completely sour, with the 
aim to capitalize through presenting an image that does not and never would exist. The following 
attends to the major metaphorical coordinates surrounding the social condition, drawing 
implications for the practice of social media influencer marketing in a hyper-social world.  
 The organizers of Fyre Festival engaged in social media influencer marketing in its 
darkest form: there was no disclosure of paid promotion in the messages put forth by the 
influencers involved in endorsing the event, and the organizers provided information to these 
influencers (and the general population, potential investors, and musicians set to perform) that 
was untruthful and thus misleading. Unlike the Audible or BetterHelp case studies, the social 
media influencer marketing efforts for Fyre Festival found sole implementation through 
Instagram, with major influencers posting about their excitement about attending the event 
without disclosing to their followers that their opinion and endorsement was paid for. For all 
intents and purposes, the audiences who received these messages believed that not only were 
their favorite social media influencers recommending attending the festival, but that they would 
also be in attendance, making Fyre Festival appear to be as socially crediting as something like 




alike. In consideration of Lasch’s understanding of narcissistic culture, the organizers of Fyre 
Festival latched on to the major opinion leaders and mirror builders existing within the social 
sphere, promoting an unbelievable event that never came to full fruition. 
 Fyre Festival’s utilization of social media influencer marketing highlights the power of 
the social: if enough people assert the need to do something, even an event as non-essential as a 
music festival, the banality of it draws people in, regardless of having proof for its fruition. After 
all, if a major social media influencer recommends a festival that they too will be attending, 
would someone really need to do their own research? A culture of narcissism that gains traction 
through the social would answer no, one should only do what builds them enough social 
credibility in the hopes of one day becoming the one who informs others about the newest ways 
to obtain social capital.  
 Much like Audible and BetterHelp, the events surrounding the failed Fyre Festival 
venture also speak to McLuhan’s global village metaphor, not as an organization that could not 
exist without Web 2.0, but as one that took advantage of the echo-chambers afforded by social 
media influencer marketing in order to promote a sham event. Major music festivals have found 
success many years prior to this historical moment so laden with social media platforms to 
promote whatever one desires; however, it is doubtful that without the high resolution, glossy 
imagery promoted through various social media influencers that included famous models and 
moguls that this perceived event would ever get as far as concert-goers arriving at an empty 
island with only FEMA tents and pallets of toilet paper to comfort them. Those who fully 
submerge themselves within the social sphere without reflection live and die by the binary the 
global village Web 2.0 imposes and, with over 400 well-known social media influencers 




even they were attending (Howells, 2019), it was all these avid followers needed to make a most 
regrettable purchase. The global village reminds one to question hard binaries presented to them 
while existing within the social, asking whether one is making decisions based solely upon the 
potential social capital attained, or whether there is any deeper meaning to one’s actions.  
 The rise and fall of Fyre Festival is simply not possible without the aid of human pseudo-
events in the form of social media influencers, as the utilization of social media influencer 
marketing was their sole integrated marketing communication plan save for the glossy video and 
website wherein these influencers directed their followers to consume. As mentioned in the 
previous case study explications, human pseudo-events act as mouthpieces for propagandist 
messages, with the benefit that the manipulative elements are missed in favor of the audience 
recognizing these figures as objects for entertainment. Social media influencer marketing acts as 
a buffer for integrated marketing communication messages—just like when one receives a word-
of-mouth recommendation of a product or service from a friend, social media influencer 
marketing comes across to one’s audience as a friendly recommendation, even when paid 
disclosure is announced, making the audience of those messages vulnerable to persuasive 
rhetoric and, in the case of integrated marketing communication, white and black propaganda.  
 Both Audible and BetterHelp contained some element of white propaganda in their 
utilization of social media influencer marketing, defined by Ellul (1962/1973) as persuasive 
messages in which the audience is aware of what they are being persuaded to do, think, or feel. 
BetterHelp also utilized elements of black propaganda, or persuasive messages in which the 
audience is not aware of the true intentions of what is being promoted. However, this element 
only occurred in the exchange between BetterHelp and the social media influencers they 




intentionally. In the case of Fyre Festival, the social media influencer marketing efforts were 
purely black, manipulative propaganda efforts to entice impressionable audiences into 
purchasing luxury travel packages to the Bahamas in the hopes of hanging out with their favorite 
social media stars.  
 As stated in the case study explication for this event, social media influencers promoting 
the event did not disclose that their excitement for Fyre Festival displayed to their followers on 
Instagram and Twitter was bought and paid for by the organizers of the event. To the 
unreflective eye, the 400 social media influencers who posted the now infamous orange square 
were simply letting their followers in on what was to be the festival of the year, encouraging 
them to hurry and buy a ticket so they could all hang out together. In reality, these social media 
influencers were paid upwards of $150,000 for a single Instagram post endorsing the event 
without a #ad in sight (Hickman, 2019). While one’s followers might gloss over any note of paid 
sponsorship due to the parasocial relationships they have with social media influencers, the 
presence of that disclosure still provides a hint to reflect upon the promoted content, perhaps 
leading some to conduct their own research on the products and services endorsed to make a 
more informed purchasing decision. Without that hashtag or denotation of sponsorship, social 
media influencer’s followers take their word completely, as though they were trusted friends. 
Black propaganda between social media influencer and follower represents Arendt’s social 
condition in which one seeks to obtain the most economic and social capital possible at any 
means necessary, including spreading misinformation and putting others at risk. 
 In addition to the black propaganda utilized between social media influencer and 
follower, the organizers of Fyre Festival, namely McFarland, also used black propaganda when 




participating in the event. Howells (2019) notes that McFarland engaged in deeply nefarious acts 
in order to keep the dream of Fyre Festival alive, faking bank account information and investor 
names in order to legitimize the festival to investors and promoters alike. Even the glossy video 
advertisement that served as a traditional integrated marketing communication message 
possessed an element of manipulation—the advertisement showcased famous models partying on 
an island in the Great Exuma area, but it was not the island that ultimately became the venue for 
the failed event. What is more, the video also showcased a private yacht party, not an all 
exclusive music festival for hundreds to attend, providing further conflicting visuals between 
what was promoted and the reality of the event. From the beginning, the organizers of Fyre 
Festival engaged in black propaganda means to mislead investors, vendors, and eventually the 
social media influencers who promoted the event without disclosure, making this case study the 
ultimate examplar of the danger of the banality of the social for social media influencer 
marketing.  
 The charismatic rhetoric utilized by both McFarland and the social media influencers 
involved in the promotion of Fyre Festival resulted in some losing hundreds of thousands of 
dollars on a farce event, with parasocial relationships initially tarnished for some of the 
influencers that were involved (Hickman, 2019; Baggs, 2019). Charismatic rhetoric could be a 
powerful, positive force for institutions, but in the realm of the social, charisma is the primary 
tool for maintaining an influential public image that helps one climb up the social ladder to 
become an opinion leader. When one attains this status, as with social media influencers, 
parasocial relationships become highly important to maintain, transforming social capital into 
economic gain by promoting sponsored content to those groups. It would seem, then, that it 




organizations to promote to their followers, so not as to take advantage of the parasocial 
relationships they hold and perhaps eliminate their sole source of income—brand deals. 
However, in Arendt’s social condition, parasocial relationships are all we can know, feeling as 
though we intimately know someone because they carefully cultivate instances of self-disclosure 
in order to attain some sort of capital—when we get tricked, we absorb that risk and move on. In 
the case of Fyre Festival, although the social media influencers who promoted the event were in 
some hot water for a time, they emerged relatively unscathed and continue to profit from social 
media influencer marketing deals with other brands and organizations, leading one to wonder if 
any lessons were learned.  
 As a result of poor planning and fraudulent activities, those who listened to the social 
media influencers who promised a festival worth anyone’s Instagram feed were met with 
disappointment, with the head organizer going to jail for his actions and still attempting to run 
similar scams from behind bars (Todd, 2019). The social media influencers paid to promote Fyre 
Festival overall have not apologized for misleading fans save for one or two out of hundreds, 
taking their paychecks with little consequences. In the realm of the social this is mostly a win for 
those holding social media influencer positions who continue to promote products and services 
to their followers with little strikes to their egos in 2020. In the midst of all of this darkness, at 
the very least, those who have been defrauded by social media influencers who were paid to 
promote a failed venture can now take what is said by supposed opinion leaders with a grain of 
salt, looking deeper into what is truly being promoted before opening their wallets.  
 Overall, each case study examined within this project highlight a major need for 
reflective engagement within the social condition, with Fyre Festival representing the highest 




remarks and implications for understanding the consequences of the banality of the social for 
social media influencer marketing, providing points of reflection and potential direction for 
transformative change. 
Resisting the Banality of the Social: Implications and Conclusions 
 This project does not find all social life inherently evil, nor does it condemn white 
propaganda in the form of integrated marketing communication. As we exist within the 
marketplace of ideas, competition amongst products and services is the norm and integrated 
marketing communication messages help consumers make purchasing decisions for their 
households in a way that a simple information sheet could not accomplish. Rhetoric is not, as 
Plato (trans. 2009) would have it, pure cookery, and the white propaganda utilized within 
integrated marketing communication is, overall, a useful part of the marketplace that helps us 
make more informed purchasing decisions. However, this project does mirror a note of caution 
that Arendt asserts in one’s engagement with the social world: banal engagement of anything is 
dangerous.  
 When utilized responsibly by both brand and influencer, social media influencer 
marketing possesses the capacity to place human communication at the center of integrated 
marketing communication. In Lusch’s (2009) marketing-with landscape for integrated marketing 
communication within Web 2.0, social media influencer marketing is a useful tool to promote a 
clear message about a product or service to audiences through a friendly face, with parasocial 
conversation surrounding that brand aimed in a more positive light that might not be possible 
with traditional marketing  techniques. In other words, social media influencer marketing allows 
brands to market with their audiences in a more controlled environment when they can partner 




stakeholders. With brands like Audible engaging in pure white propaganda in their own 
marketing messages partner with equally aboveboard social media influencers who are willing to 
do their own research into the company and their practices before promoting it to their followers, 
social media influencer marketing becomes a much needed humanizer for integrated marketing 
communication. However, when the focus of attention moves away from a co-creation of 
meaning to one of gaining social and economic capital, which is the norm for existing within the 
social condition, the human element of social media influencer marketing becomes a 
manipulative tool for individualistic gain, with consumers paying the ultimate price for trusting 
the parasocial relationships they possessed with their favorite social media influencers.  
 BetterHelp and, to a greater extent, Fyre Festival highlight the consequences of the 
coordinates of the social in banal action. When one does not carefully attend to the integrated 
marketing communication messages they receive from social media influencers because of the 
parasocial relationships they hold with them, one finds themselves vulnerable and easily 
manipulated through all propagandist messages espoused by these human pseudo-events, white 
and black. The banality of the social numbs individuals to the idea that any work worth doing, 
any product or service worth purchasing, and any person worth listening to must result in 
attainment of some form of social capital, transforming the world into a land of parvenus always 
attempting to climb impossible ladders to social and professional success. In the words of Pitkin 
(1998), the social is an all-consuming Blob that seeks to successfully hold the world hostage as 
we scramble to become the ones that create societal rules and trends. Social media influencers 
seem to have one this game of social attainment, but they, too, continue to be the parvenu, still 
climbing as they perform the ultimate act of “faking it until they make it,” with those hoping to 




integrated marketing communication in Web 2.0 largely focusing on social media influencer 
marketing and other word-of-mouth marketing efforts (Berman, 2013), this banality of the social 
appears to continue to grow, with those involved in parasocial relationships with social media 
influencers the most vulnerable to manipulative marketing tactics, for better or for worse.  
 Although stricter disclosure methods have been required by the FTC and ASA as late as 
2017 (Kleinman, 2019; BBC News, 2017; Gilliland, 2019), asking that social media influencers 
clearly identify which content on their social media pages is sponsored as well as stating when 
there is a clear family or personal tie to a promoted brand, it is rarely followed or enforced due to 
the inability to recognize who is actually being paid for posting sponsored content and who is 
simply pretending in the hopes of shedding their parvenu status and becoming a true opinion 
leader (Stokel-Walker, 2019). Although many social media marketing experts agree that more 
regulation is needed in order to rectify issues of covert black propaganda through both online 
integrated marketing communication efforts as well as specifically social media influencer 
marketing (Shaw, 2019), little is being done to impose conscientious efforts in that regard, 
namely due to the highly unregulated, freeform nature of the Internet. As a result, one must tread 
carefully through the messages they receive from social media influencers, hoping that these 
opinion leaders are aboveboard in their parasocial interactions with others.  
 Some social media influencers, such as Nikki Tutorials, a famous YouTube beauty guru, 
have taken it upon themselves to become more transparent in the way in which they disclose 
sponsored content. Beginning in mid-2019, Nikki Tutorials now posts visual symbols throughout 
her beauty videos to indicate when a product she is utilizing is 1) purchased herself with her own 
money, 2) from a public relations kit someone sent her for promotional purposes, 3) a sponsored 




code which she shares with her followers who then receive a discount, with her receiving a 
portion of sales (Dall’Asen, 2019). This very transparent disclosure of products that appear in 
Nikki Tutorials’s videos has been applauded by fans (Dall’Asen, 2019), who can now clearly see 
which products to consider purely shared because of Nikki’s love for the brand and which ones 
were received either in the hopes of being promoted through a PR box or have a paid promotion 
element to them. While this approach should be cause for praise, not every social media 
influencer is doing this, with most simply ignoring the FTC and ASA’s urgings for more 
transparency in advertising. As we live within the social condition, unaware that the norms being 
imposed upon us are not universal and result from a hypermodern focus on capitalist aims 
(Pitkin, 1998), we are left in the dark, hoping that we can trust these opinion leaders whose 
charisma, charm, and self-disclosing rhetorical prowess draw us in.  
 One may take pause at this project and ask themselves why one should feel cause for 
alarm with this practice of social media influencer marketing. After all, one must take risks when 
engaging in the marketplace, and those who lost out in the case studies examined were simply 
victims of a bad exchange, leaving them relatively unharmed. I would like to attend to this 
potential critique with a short anecdote about the state of social media influencer marketing at 
the time of this writing.  
 As the coronavirus rages on in April, 2020, a major concern coming from health leaders 
is the spread of misinformation and the promotion of fraudulent cures for this deadly respiratory 
disease (Waterson, 2020). While many social media influencers have been taking to Instagram, 
Twitter, and YouTube to encourage people to follow stay at home orders, share information 
about coronavirus testing procedures, and provide helpful advice to their followers for keeping 




through spreading misinformation about potential cures for the virus, costing not simply 
monetary loss for their followers, but also putting their lives at risk (Waterson, 2020). According 
to Jim Waterson (2020) of The Guardian, social media influencers including celebrities and 
politicians with large social media followings are the major communicators of dangerous 
disinformation surrounding coronavirus, including dangerous “cures” such as the utilization of 
the malaria and lupus drug hydroxychloroquine as well as the notion that the newly established 
5G cellular towers are the true cause of the outbreak. While it is unclear whether or not these 
claims were paid for by some interest group or organization, social media influencers have been 
established as a rhetorical force to be reckoned with, potentially costing lives with the spread of 
these dangerous falsehoods. When considering the ethical ramifications of social media 
influencer marketing, this historical moment should not and cannot be ignored.  
 The question of action remains in this project, as it did within Arendt’s, Pitkin’s, 
Boorstin’s, McLuhan’s, Ellul’s and Lasch’s respective works: What can one do within the throes 
of the social condition in order to break the chains of banal acceptance? Can we escape the realm 
of the parvenu, ever attentive to social norms and graces in the hopes of becoming someone who 
can manipulate them for our own, individualistic ends? I would like to end with a note of hope 
similar to that of Arendt and Pitkin. If we lean into the problem of the banality of the social, 
committing to the task of reflective engagement of the rhetorical messages we receive, even from 
those we consider close, intimate friends, and question the rooted cause of our actions, our 
hopes, and our goals, we can break free from the banality of the social in our recognition of its 
effects on human interaction. It is up to not only the consumers of social media influencer 
messages, but the social media influencers themselves and, by extension, the brands and 




sleeves and engage in the difficult work of reflective action, calling out when we see trouble on 
the horizon. In this way, the objective for those existing within the social is not to dismantle it, as 
recognition of the historical moment entails its presence alongside social media as a primary 
form of communicative action. Rather, the objective for overcoming the banality of the social is 
recognition of its imposition of social capital acquisition over all other forms of engagement, 
working to re-embed ourselves in institutional life that seeks common centers for communicative 
practices and growth. The social will never leave us, but it is up to us to recognize when we 
should engage in practices based upon social gain or institutional enrichment, unblurring the line 
between public and private life wherever we can. Social media influencer marketing exists 
within the social condition, but through reflective engagement, it, too, can reinvigorate 
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